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PREFACE 


T HIS book is a history of biographical writing in America 
since 1800. It is also a record of the development of 
biography from a memoir, a eulogy, a reference work, to 
something which is as distinctive a form of literature as the 
essay or the novel. It was the remarkable changes that have 
appeared in methods and materials of life-writing in the last 
twenty years that suggested this study, for I think that the 
time has come to evaluate American biography for what it is 
worth. The old factual record gave way to the journalistic, 
psychological form. The post-war biography with its appeal 
to the emotions rather than to the intellect of its reader has 
run its course, and we now have, I think, a form and method 
which combine the best features of the old and the new. One 
of the purposes of this book is to show how biography has 
followed the trend of the times, gradually developing its 
method and broadening its scope. A century ago, little more 
than a generation ago, the huge books which passed for biog¬ 
raphies of Washington, Lincoln, and the other great or near¬ 
great men of the country were studied by a few, but seldom 
read for themselves, for they had neither style nor method to 
recommend them. Many lives of this earlier type will be 
mentioned in the following pages, for they deepened the 
stream that is now running clear. 

I have confined the material in this book to actual biog¬ 
raphies, lives written or edited by someone other than the 
subject. Thus I have" eliminated autobiographies, diaries, 
and journals, fascinating literature but outside the field of 
biography. The material is presented historically with as 
much criticism as could be included under the plan. In view 
of the fact that this is the first comprehensive study of Amer¬ 
ican biography that has ever been made, I felt that it was 
necessary to present an historical and critical survey rather 
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viii PREFACE 

than a severely critical study of the form and the methods that 
have been used. 

The material here presented is representative but does not 
attempt to cover the field in detail. In a book covering as 
large an historical and contemporary field as this, there are 
bound to be omissions. In some cases I may have overlooked 
an important book; in others I have deliberately omitted 
many books because they would have added nothing of value 
to the study or because they fall into types which are repre¬ 
sented. My problem here was one of exclusion rather than 
inclusion. 

The arrangement of the book is the best that could be made, 
considering the wide variety of the material. The general 
classification is a chronological development by subject, the 
exception being the chapter on modem biographers. Some of 
the divisions within the chapters are entirely arbitrary and 
were made to achieve some semblance of unity. No one is 
more aware of the deficiencies in arrangement than I am, but 
I could find no better method. 

I regret that I was not able to treat the biographical writ¬ 
ings of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in this book. 
Circumstances beyond my control prevented me from visiting 
distant libraries which have copies of the rare early writings. 
Inasmuch as I could not examine all of the material, I decided 
to omit all consideration of it, even though the principal biog¬ 
raphers, Cotton Mather and Jeremy Belknap, were available. 

The arrangement of the last chapter requires some explana¬ 
tion. Rather than open the body of the text, which was finished 
in January 1934 ,1 chose to discuss the important biographies 
which have appeared since that date in one chapter, making 
page references to earlier books and to biographers who have 
been discussed in detail. 

It would be almost impossible to name those who have as¬ 
sisted, consciously or unconsciously, in the preparation of this 
book. I have made some acknowledgments in the text; others 
are of such a tenuous quality that no definite acknowledgment 
can be made. More than to anyone else, this book owes its 
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existence to Professor Arthur H. Quinn of the University of 
Pennsylvania. He encouraged an early paper on the subject; 
he gave me the benefit of his knowledge and advice during 
the preparation of the book; and he read the entire manu¬ 
script as I wrote it. 

I am also indebted to Dr. Mark Longaker of the University 
of Pennsylvania, who likewise read the entire manuscript. 
His work and interest in biography made him an ideal critic, 
his sympathetic understanding of the problem involved in 
the preparation of this book, a kindly one. At this point I 
wish to remember the late Dr. Godfrey F. Singer of the Uni¬ 
versity of Pennsylvania for the enthusiasm he brought to the 
reading of the earlier portion of the manuscript. For a critical 
reading of the proof I am deeply obliged to Dr. Ralph B. Allen 
of the University of Pennsylvania. 

E. H. O N. 

Philadelphia 
July 24,1935 
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INTRODUCTION 


M AN’S desire to preserve a record of himself is only less 
strong than his instinct to preserve himself. That de¬ 
sire has produced the allied arts of history and biography. 
Biography is, from the origin of the word, life-writing, or the 
record of an individual; history is the record of an age, a 
race, a nation. Biography and history have been commonly 
considered as synonymous terms, but they are not. Biography 
is a part of history, and history is frequently used as back¬ 
ground for biography, but it is a simple matter to separate 
the two. Carlyle and Emerson believed that history is biogra¬ 
phy. Dryden, in his definition of biography, used the two 
terms as if they were interchangeable. Though we may ac¬ 
cept Carlyle’s and Emerson’s definitions of history, we have 
gone farther than Dryden. 

Someone has said that history is philosophy, teaching by 
example. In this idea can be found one of the germs of 
biography. Man has preserved a record of his ancestors out 
of respect for them and because their lives and deeds may 
serve as examples for present and future generations. These 
two purposes, the commemorative and the didactic, were 
for centuries the justification for life-writing. 

The didactic purpose has always been very strong. It has 
produced the great majority of all the biographical writing in 
the world, but it has contributed very little to the literature 
of biography. On the other hand, the desire to commemorate 
his ancestors has led man to grope his way toward the por¬ 
trayal and interpretation of personality. In the beginning he 
used stone and paint for his portraits, but they are not per¬ 
manent media of expression. Time decomposes the stone and 
dims the paint, and copies of statues and portraits are never 
the same as the originals. The written word is permanent, for 

the original composition can be recopied or reprinted ex- 
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actly. How many statues or portraits have survived as long as 
Plutarch? 

The permanence of the written word is only one of its 
advantages over other forms of art. The sculptor or the 
painter can present only one picture, can show his subject at 
only one period of life. The biographer can follow his sub¬ 
ject from birth to death; he can show us his mental as 
well as his physical development; he can tell us, given the 
sources, what he said or did at any period of his life. 

The history of biography is as old as the history of man. 
There are hundreds of biographies in the Old Testament. 
The Book of Ruth is an almost perfect piece of biographical 
writing, completely revealing her life and character in a 
comparatively short book. In the same manner but not to 
the same extent we get the story of King David from Samuel, 
and the stories of Solomon and Joshua from the books named 
for them. 

It is, however, with Plutarch that biography as a distinct 
form of literature has its inception. Plutarch was a moralist 
and philosopher—he was one of Hadrian s tutors—and his 
Lives of Noble Grecians and Romans was written from the 
point of view of the moralist rather than that of the historian. 
Regardless of his many faults, he is one of the great biogra¬ 
phers of the world, for he knew that portrayal of character 
and transmission of personality are the most important prob¬ 
lems facing the biographer. His own words, which form the 
opening paragraphs of his Life of Alexander, are sufficient 
evidence that he was aware of the responsibilities of the true 
biographer: 

It being my purpose to write the lives of Alexander the King, and 
of Caesar ... It must be borne in mind that my purpose is not 
to write histories, but lives. And the most glorious exploits do not 
always furnish us with the clearest discoveries of virtue or vice 
in men; sometimes a matter of less moment, an expression or a 
jest, informs us better of their characters and inclinations, than 
the most famous sieges, the greatest armaments, or the bloodiest 
battles whatsoever. Therefore as portrait-painters are more exact 
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in the forms and features of the face, in which the character is 
seen, than in the other parts of the body, so I must be allowed 
to give my more particular attention to the marks and indica¬ 
tions of the souls of men, and while I endeavor by these to portray 
their lives, may be free to leave more weighty matters and great 
battles to be treated of by others. 

Plutarch is not the only ancient life-writer who may be 
studied with profit today. Tacitus presents a real personality 
in his Life of Agricola. Agricola was the biographer’s father- 
in-law and one of the great soldiers and administrators of the 
Roman Empire. The relationship between author and sub¬ 
ject may have prevented Tacitus from portraying the whole 
career of his subject, but it did not prevent him from writing 
a life that is as complete, as clearly portrayed, and as individ¬ 
ual as the average biography of today. 

We speak of the journalistic, highly spiced, and scandalous 
type of biography as something new. It is at least as old as 
Suetonius. In his Lives of the Twelve Caesars , Suetonius col¬ 
lected every bit of scandal and gossip that he had ever known 
or heard of, and called the result biography. Just as the 
modern third-rate journalist turned biographer thinks that 
he knows what the public wants and produces a mass of lurid 
copy which is generally untrue in principle and in detail, 
Suetonius thought that the world was more interested in the 
vices of the Roman emperors than in their virtues. Suetonius 
has survived and his modern imitator has been successful 
because both supply that single element which attracts the 
average reader, intimate details of the lives of the great, the 
famous, or the notorious. Suetonius cared nothing about the 
politics, economics, or morals of his day; he was interested 
only in retailing the intimacies of the lives of the predecessors 
of Hadrian, whose secretary he was. With equal indifference 
to the important acts in the life of his subject, the modern 
scandal-mongering biographer collects and emphasizes only 
those facts which will attract the readers of the tabloids and 
true romances. The scarcity of such material as this had more 
than a little to do with Suetonius’ survival. His modern 



6 


AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 


counterpart will not be so fortunate. The scandal biography 
has never had a long reign-it has appeared at intervals be¬ 
tween Suetonius’ time and our own-and it has practically 
disappeared from modern American biography. 

From the second to the eighteenth century there is little in 
the literature of biography that indicates any progress in the 
art. The great mass of medieval life-writing is pure hagiogra¬ 
phy and, as such, outside the realm of comment or criticism. 
It was written for the purpose of edification, and we assume 
that it achieved this purpose-at the expense of piously sup¬ 
pressing or falsifying the records of thousands of lives. Some 
interesting comments on the shortcomings of saints’ lives may 
be found in the first chapter (page 12) of Miss Agnes Rep- 
plier’s Mere Marie of the Ursulines. 

Along the road to modern biography is an occasional mile¬ 
stone of one kind or another. Roper’s Life of Sir Thomas 
More (c. 1557) is a charming commemorative essay. Sir 
Thomas More s Hislorie of King Richard III (c. 1515) is the 
first break in the line of hero-worshiping royal biographies. 
More attempted a critical interpretation of Richard III and 
presented a character which Shakespeare has made universally 
known. Sir Francis Bacon’s Historie of the Raigne of King 
Henry the Seventh (1622), while primarily historical biogra¬ 
phy, points the way to a closer study of character than had 
heretofore been considered necessary. The whole history of 
English biography should be studied by every student of the 
subject. (See Part II of bibliography.) Such biographies as 
Izaak Walton’s Lives, John Aubrey’s Brief Lives, the various 
biographical writings of Defoe, and Johnson s Lives of the 
Poets contribute to both the literature and the art of biogra¬ 
phy. These and many others lead up to the high point of 
life-writing in England, James Boswell s Life of Johnson. 
Modern biography really begins with Boswell s Life of John¬ 
son, for Boswell lifted life-writing out of the class of hack 
work and made it a form of literature as clearly defined as 
poetry or fiction. No one of the three forms has always re¬ 
mained pure, but, muddied at times, eventually each runs 
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clear. The last decade has seen much mud in the biographical 
stream, but it is running clearer and stronger than ever before. 


2 

Man, being by nature an orderly creature, tries to define 
everything with which he comes in contact. It was not until 
the seventeeth century that any attempt was made to define 
biography. The word itself was first used in that century but 
not, as many have supposed, by John Dryden. It was he who 
gave impetus to a study of the form and formulated the first 
definition. “Biographia or history of particular men’s lives” 
is not a very accurate definition, although it does give a cer¬ 
tain individuality to the form. There have been innumerable 
definitions since then, each tending to a better understanding 
of biography as a specific type of literature. One of the best 
that we have is that found in the Oxford Dictionary: history 
of the lives of individual men as a branch of literature. A 
better statement is thus phrased: biography is a narrative of 
a man’s life from birth to death. However, neither is adequate 
from my point of view, for the Oxford definition makes biog¬ 
raphy a part of history, which is not always true, and the 
second definition implies that biography is always a narrative. 
Modern biography has moved away from the simple narra¬ 
tive into the field of explanation and interpretation. My 
definition of biography is that it is the re-creation of a man 
as he really was, as he lived and moved and had his being. It 
is on the basis of this definition that I have judged the lives 
discussed in this historical study. 

Biographical writing falls into two large classifications, 
narrative and expository. Narrative biography is a simple 
account, complete or incomplete, of a man’s life from birth 
to death. It rarely attempts any explanation of the subject’s 
career or any interpretation of his character. Historical biog¬ 
raphy, the memoir, the appreciation, the eulogy, and the 
panegyric are all forms of narrative biography. Washington 
Irving’s Life of Washington is one of the best examples of 
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narrative life-writing in American biography. There is an 
analysis of Washington’s character in this biography, but it is 
an analysis which results from a narration of the facts of the 
life rather than from an explanation of those facts. In mod¬ 
ern biography there is frequently a combination of narration 
and exposition, as in the case of such a book as Paul Van 
Dyke’s Catherine de Medici. This book is primarily a history 
of France and Italy during the life and reign of Catherine de 
Medici; it is also a life of Catherine for, despite the pre¬ 
ponderance of historical narrative, Catherine s character is 
completely delineated and she is always before the reader, in 
spirit if not in the flesh. The memoir and the appreciation are 
purely narrative accounts in which we see the subjects as the 
authors knew and saw them. Some of the finest things in the 
literature of American biography are to be found in these 
types, little masterpieces such as Professor Palmer s Life of 
Alice Freeman Palmer and Charles W. Eliot’s John Gilley. 
The first is an intimate memoir by the subject’s husband; 
the second is a sincere appreciation of a Maine fisherman and 
guide, whom his biographer knew for many years. The pane¬ 
gyric and the eulogy had their origin in the funeral sermon 
and the memorial discourse, and they have made little prog¬ 
ress since then. These writings include conventional lives of 
national or folk heroes, candidates for public offices, and men 
who have been in public life though contributing little to 

the common good. 

Expository biography adheres to the principles of chronol¬ 
ogy as strictly as does narrative biography, with some excep¬ 
tions. It differs from the latter in that it seeks not only the 
facts, the events, the progress, and perhaps the decline of a 
life, but the explanation which lies behind the facts, the 
interpretation which will explain the progress and decline. It 
is a modern development in biographical writing and has 
been more highly, cultivated in America than elsewhere, al¬ 
though certain phases of expository biography first appeared 
in the writings of Strachey in England, Maurois in France, 
and Ludwig in Germany. Each of these men brought some- 
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thing new to life-writing, something which, in their hands or 
the hands of their successors, has improved the general 
quality of, and interest in, biographical writing. 

Expository biography may either explain or interpret the 
individual. In many instances it does both. The difference 
between explanation and interpretation is that explanation 
of a subject shows how a man acted, succeeded, or failed, 
while interpretation goes farther and shows why he acted, 
succeeded, or failed. If this difference is true, interpretive 
biography is the highest form of the art, for it presents the 
most complete picture of the subject; it is the closest ap¬ 
proach to the re-creation of the man as he really was. In 
interpretive biography the writer is attempting to present not 
only the physical but the mental aspects of his subject, and 
it is in that attempt that many biographers stumble into the 
numerous pitfalls that line their paths. 

There are many methods which the biographer can use to 
explain the life of his subject. Of these the best is to let the 
subject speak for himself wherever possible. If the biographer 
is fortunate enough to have a large amount of original source 
material in the form of diaries, letters, speeches, or public 
papers, and this material has some literary quality, then his 
task is comparatively simple. He can choose from that mate¬ 
rial the parts which will best serve his purpose and let the 
man speak for himself. Unfortunately it rarely happens that 
the diaries and letters of a public man or even a man of letters 
can be extensively used, for they are not always well written 
or in such form that they can be printed without a great deal 
of editing. One of the best examples of self-portraiture, not 
definitely autobiographic, in modern biography, is The Life 
and Letters of Walter Hines Page. Mr. Page was a born letter 
writer, and his correspondence through the years, particu¬ 
larly during the period when he was Ambassador to England, 
presents a more complete analysis of his life and character 
than any biographer could have made. 

In the last twenty years biography, like every other form 
of literature, has made use of developments in modern 
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science. There were psychologists in literature before the 
word came into use, but they did not consciously develop 
their work on psychological principles. It was not until the 
appearance of Eminent Victorians and Queen Victoria that 
the principles of psychology were definitely applied to biog¬ 
raphy, and these were the principles of abnormal rathfcr than 
normal psychology. Psychology is the science of the human 
mind and its operations. It explains many of the problems 
which beset the biographer in his study of normal as well as 
abnormal people. It enables him to explain the driving 
forces in man which carry him to the heights of success and 
the depths of disaster. It enables him to explain why men are 
successful soldiers and unsuccessful statesmen, why they are 
liberals or conservatives in politics, why they become great 
or merely famous. It is the most valuable asset that the biog¬ 
rapher has if it is used properly, for with it he can explain 
completely the man whose life he is trying to present. 

Biography is, or should be, the study of personality, and 
the artistic biographer has the right and duty to use every 
legitimate device to explain and interpret his subject. If he 
is to be successful, he must so present the man or woman of 
whom he is writing that the reader will be able to follow the 
subject not on the printed page but in his imagination to the 
point where he actually knows that man and woman better 
than, or at least as well as, they knew themselves. One of the 
fascinations of biography is that the reader can know the 
great, the near-great, the famous, and the notorious of all 
time when their stories are unfolded by writers who are 
something more than mere chroniclers. 

The methods which biographers use to bring these people 
to us are many. Some biographers can achieve their purpose by 
objective methods; others are more successful when using 
subjective methods. Carl Sandburg re-created the prairie 
years of Abraham Lincoln by literally absorbing everything 
he could find or hear about Lincoln. As far as such a thing 
is possible, he relived the years from 1809 to 1861, and, in my 
judgment, was able to see the Lincoln of those years as clearly 
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as any biographer has seen him. On the other hand, Albert 
Bigelow Paine lived with Mark Twain for a number of years. 
He watched him; he listened to his talk; he took down what 
he said; and by these methods he was able to write one of the 
finest biographies in American literature. 

Consciously or unconsciously, Sandburg and Paine drew 
heavily upon psychology, studying their subjects as com¬ 
pletely as they could. Their purpose was to find the real man 
and present him as he actually lived. It may be that Mark 
Twain is not so complete as Abraham Lincoln, for there are 
circumstances and conditions which a biographer of a con¬ 
temporary must respect. The incompleteness, assuming that 
the book is incomplete, does not detract from the art of Mr. 
Paine’s technique. One may pick out dozens of books in this 
history that are excellent biographies because their authors 
not only knew psychology but knew how to use it to the best 
advantage that their subjects might be seen as they really 
were. It may be noted here that Katharine Anthony, whose 
biographies have been analyzed in the chapter entitled “The 
Biographers,” was the first of the American biographers to 
use psychology as a definite method of approach to the study 
of personality. 

The wide use of psychology in life-writing naturally led to 
the introduction into the field of biography of the derivative 
science, psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysis is a highly specialized 
form of abnormal psychology in which the sex element plays 
the dominant part. If we are to believe Dr. Sigmund Freud 
and his school, almost every act of man and every expression 
of the human mind stems from, or is affected by, the sex in¬ 
stinct. It is sufficient for our purpose here to point out that 
hundreds of so-called biographers have embraced Freudian 
psychology with open arms, for it opened the door to tabloid 
journalism in the field of biography. The psychiatrist or psy¬ 
choanalyst searches for the abnormal that he may remove it 
and give the normal a chance to grow. The journalist-turned- 
biographer or the more serious writer to whom psychoanalysis 
has become an obsession searches for the abnormal and uses it 
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as the basis for his character analysis. The psychoses, the 
philes, the phobias, the complexes, the mental and moral 
aberrations are hunted down and pounced upon as the cat 
hunts down and pounces upon the unsuspecting mouse. Gen¬ 
eral Grant had no idea that he was a zoophile, nor did 
Nathaniel Hawthorne ever guess that he was an introvert. 
Herman Melville did not attribute his financial failure as 
a writer to the fact that he had an unhappy childhood; Edgar 
Allan Poe could not have imagined that he w r rote The Raven 
because he had a diseased mind. These various Freudian com¬ 
plexes may have influenced the lives and works of the men 
I have mentioned—who knows?—but to make them the bases 
for biographical studies, as these were made in some cases, is 
to lose sight of the purpose of biography. Like the realist in 
fiction, the psychoanalytical biographer chooses only that 
material which will fit into the preconceived picture he has 
created. He does not see his subject completely, for the ab¬ 
normal is only a part of any man. Certainly no man of the 
mental stature of those I have mentioned is completely ab¬ 
normal. Psychoanalytical biography is unfair for this reason 
and because the biographers who use this method, regardless 
of their scholarship or ability, do not know enough about this 
complex study to handle it with real intelligence. Physicians 
who have spent the best years of their lives studying the 
eccentricities of the human mind hesitate to pronounce a 
definite opinion in the average case, while the occasional 
biographer who has read Freud’s book on dreams or looked 
into a volume of Jung or Kraft-Ebing blithely damns the man 
who deviated in the slightest degree from the norm of the 
average American. 

There is one other evil in modern American biography for 
which psychoanalysis is partly responsible; Lytton Strachey 
must bear the rest of the responsibility. This is the practice 
which has been termed "debunking.” "Debunking” is merely 
a sensational method of finding flaws in the characters of 
great soldiers, statesmen, and writers, and attempting to drag 
them down from the positions that are rightfully theirs to the 
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place where the reader can mouth that mighty platitude: 
“I’m as good as he is.” Those of us who are interested in our 
fellow-men want to know wherein their minds and imagina¬ 
tions differ from ours rather than the fact that most men 
have stomach trouble or gout at some time in their lives. A 
writer who has a particular antipathy for some great or fa¬ 
mous man should not use that man as a subject for a biogra¬ 
phy, for, disliking him, he cannot do justice to him. This is 
strikingly illustrated in the case of Paxton Hibben and his 
books on Henry Ward Beecher and W. J. Bryan. He despised 
both men, he set out to belittle them, and of course he suc¬ 
ceeded. They were human and very fallible, but they had 
their good points. Hibben concealed or ignored all the good, 
and in so doing presented grossly unfair pictures of both men. 

Both psychology and the later psychoanalysis (though it 
was not widely known at that time) were used by Gamaliel 
Bradford in. the making of what he called psychographs. Mr. 
Bradford began his biographical writing in 1912 and con¬ 
tinued it until his death in 1932. He was not a biographer in 
the ordinary sense of the word, for he rarely attempted full- 
length portraits. His method was to take certain characteris¬ 
tics of a man or woman and build his portrait around them. 
This method will be analyzed in a later consideration of his 
work. It is mentioned here because it is one of the variations 
of expository life-writing and a distinct contribution to Ameri¬ 
can literature, if not to biography. 

From the point of view of the reader, dramatic biography 
is one of the most interesting developments in modern life¬ 
writing. By dramatic biography I mean that method of presen¬ 
tation which develops the life of the subject in conformity 
with the rules of the construction of plays. The outstanding 
exponent of this method is Emil Ludwig, the German biog¬ 
rapher and dramatist. Herr Ludwig was a dramatist before 
he was a biographer. He wrote plays with Napoleon and Bis¬ 
marck as the central characters before he wrote their biog¬ 
raphies, and he has stated that he sees lives of men only in 
terms of three- or five-act dramas. Ludwig has been widely 
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imitated by American biographers but, unfortunately, his 
imitators had not his dramatic experience. The principal 
virtue of this dramatic biography is that it has movement and 
vitality which carry the reader along as the life unfolds. Lud¬ 
wig’s supreme achievement is his Napoleon, for there he had 
a subject and material which allowed him full scope. This 
method gives free rein to the writer’s imagination. Ludwig 
seldom allowed his imagination to get the upper hand of his 
facts, but his imitators, in their desire to be dramatic, forgot 
that they were writing biography and filled their books with 
background, side issues, and irrelevant stories. These “lives” 
have a passing interest, as has the latest novel, but they are not 
biographies because they were written without plan. 

The most pernicious form of modern biography is fictional 
biography. Fictional biography is not to be confused with 
biographical fiction, for the latter is a legitimate form of the 
novel, and is based on fact, while the former is an illegitimate 
form of biography and rarely has any basis at all. Fictional 
biography is a rewriting from secondary sources with the 
spaces filled in and interest aroused by products of the 
author’s mind. The impetus for much of our fictional biog¬ 
raphy came from the same source as the impetus for much 
of the best in modern biography: Lytton Strachey. When 
Strachey wrote the last paragraphs of his essay on Manning 
and his biography of Victoria, he opened the doors to all 
sorts of biographical abuses. Neither of these passages is fic¬ 
tion; both are the products of a completely controlled imag¬ 
ination, based on an intimate knowledge of the lives and 
characters of the Cardinal and the Queen. The trouble be¬ 
gan when men with far less background, less culture, and less 
knowledge of their subjects tried to do the same sort of thing. 
They went the master one better by substituting fiction for 
imagination. The workings of Queen Victoria s mind as she 
lay dying are qualified by a “perhaps”; the description of 
Cardinal Manning’s cathedral church is an exact one. In 
place of the qualifying phrase, the “rewrite” school gives us 
pages of their subjects’ thoughts and, in many instances, pages 
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of conversations which can have no possible basis in fact, for 
there are no sources to support them. Cameron Rogers creates 
almost half of the book, The Magnificent Idler, Walt Whit¬ 
man, and Arthur D. Howden Smith provides pages and pages 
of imaginary conversation in his Commodore Vanderbilt. In 
like manner the writers of this school describe the physical 
movements of their subjects, the clothes they wore, their 
modes of travel—though there is not a shred of evidence on 
which to support these imaginary pictures. The biographer 
may use his imagination to re-create his subject, but he may 
not supply details which are not in the records. He may con¬ 
struct an imaginary picture for the purpose of background or 
of heightening interest, but if he is honest, he will inform his 
reader that the picture is imaginary. The vogue for fictional 
biography has passed, along with the excessive and unfair 
use of psychology and psychoanalysis. All three have left their 
imprint on modem life-writing, and the biographer of today 
uses the results to the best advantage. An examination of the 
last three awards of the Pulitzer Prize Committee for Biog¬ 
raphy will show that we have passed from the stage of experi¬ 
ment and excess to a position where biography is one of the 
arts, not merely a book of reference. 

There is one kind of biography that has been and is still 
used as a work of reference. This is the critical biography, 
the life of a man of letters, to which the term “literary biog¬ 
raphy” is frequently applied. This is not a very exact term, 
but it has come to be generally used and I have used it in 
this history. Until recently, critical biography could hardly 
be classed as true biography. It was largely a critical estimate 
of the work of a particular poet, novelist, essayist, or historian 
with a biographical introduction. Modern interest in life- 
writing and modern research have provided materials and 
reasons for revaluations of our principal writers. These mod¬ 
em critical biographies are, for the most part, complete life 
studies with the critical evaluations integral parts of the 
biographies. In the case of almost every w'riter, we can obtain 
a more complete understanding of his work if we know the 
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story of his life. The work of a creative writer should not be 
interpreted solely in terms of his life, as some modem biog¬ 
raphers have tried to do; but the facts of his life will often 
help us to understand the uneven quality of his work, its 
differences at different periods of his life, his choice of ma¬ 
terial, or the nature of his medium of expression. Such critical 
biographies as George E. Woodberry’s Life of Edgar Allan 
Poe, Newton Arvin’s Hawthorne, Raymond Weaver’s Her¬ 
man Melville, and Carl Van Doren’s Swift, to name only a few, 
are distinct contributions to biography as well as to literary 
history and criticism. 


3 

Biography should be judged by the same fundamental 
principles of criticism as apply to the evaluation of any 
other form of literature. There are, however, certain standards 
which apply to biography alone. It must be true; it must be 
well planned and the plan completely developed; it must be 
a complete account of a life from birth to death; the subject 
must be of sufficient importance to justify the writing of a 
biography; and the biographer must be, as far as such a thing 
is possible, impartial. 

“The value of any biography depends on its being true,” 
said Samuel Johnson. If a biography is not true it is worthless. 
A reader can judge the truth of a particular life by his pre¬ 
vious knowledge of the subject or by his knowledge of the 
biographer. If he lacks those bases for judgment he must 
depend on his intuition or on the good faith of his biographer. 
A biographer may be consciously or unconsciously untruth¬ 
ful. He may tell only part of the story, deliberately concealing 
important facts which reflect adversely on the reputation of 
his subject, or, because of deep-seated prejudice or actual 
ignorance of the facts, he may, without deliberate intention, 
present a partisan point of view. Every early biographer of 
Lincoln, except I^mon and Herndon, either falsified or 
evaded the question of Lincoln’s religion. Practically every 
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biographer of Grant has either weakly defended or evadet 
the question of the scandals that flourished during his tw< 
administrations. Senator Beveridge, in his Life of John Mar 
shall, drew Thomas Jefferson as a complete villain becausi 
he was reared in, and was one of the leaders of, the politica 
party which opposed everything for which Jefferson stood 
Beveridge began his studies for Abraham Lincoln in th< 
same frame of mind. Like the average American he believec 
that Lincoln had always been a great man. He found that th< 
facts offered a very different interpretation. He was too hon 
est to present an untruthful picture; he was too partisan t< 
draw the inevitable conclusions from his facts. Consequently 
he confined himself to facts alone, letting the reader forn 
his own judgments. In other words, Senator Beveridge chos< 
to be truthful rather than artistic. 

The question as to whether or not a biographer shal 
present his material in the form of a plain narrative, o 
whether he shall go into a detailed explanation and inter 
pretation, is one which he must decide for himself. Som< 
subjects are particularly suited to narration; others requin 
explanation and interpretation because of their nature o 
their importance. We can pass judgment on the result, bu 
we are not always in a position to know what problems th< 
biographer had to face and what compromises he had to make 
Matters of style and expression are distinctly relative, ant 
should be judged accordingly. The best authority on a givei 
subject may be least able to present a piece of finely polishet 
literature. Here again our criticism must be tempered wit! 
justice. Occasionally we have an artist in biography, whateve 
the method, choosing a subject which is particularly inter 
esting to him. Then there appear such lives as Abrahan 
Lincoln: The Prairie Years, President Eliot of Harvard 
Sherman: Fighting Prophet, and The Scottish Queen. 
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T HE opening years of the nineteenth century in America 
were not particularly rich in any form of literature. 
Between 1789 and 1800 the United States of America were 
finding themselves, administratively and politically. Then in 
1800 came a great political change. Thomas Jefferson was 
inaugurated President, March 4. 1801, and the Republicans, 
the common people, the people of the frontier, came into 
power. Everyone was politically minded. The Federalist party 
was rapidly disintegrating. There was strife between the 
parties and within the Federalist party particularly. Such 
conditions are not conducive to literature in any form. Some 
verse was being written, and novels appeared which have 
long since been forgotten. Few writers, however, turned to 
biography. It had not yet evolved from the ministerial pane- 

gyric. 

Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century biographical writing 
in America came, with few exceptions, from clergymen. At 
the end of the eighteenth century the clergy was losing its 
power, and the separation of church and state was almost 
complete. Clergymen continued to write and to be read, but 
they could no longer lead public opinion. Politics and politi¬ 
cal writers had taken the place of theology and clerical 

writers. 

The biography of the first half of the nineteenth century 
can be classified as clerical, literary, and political biography. 
Quantitatively, biographies with clergymen as authors or 
subjects exceeded those of the other two groups. The Ameri¬ 
can Sunday School Union and the American Tract Society 
published thousands of panegyrics on the lives of the princi¬ 
pal clergymen and pious laymen. They probably served then 
v 18 
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purpose-edification of the masses-but they added nothing 
to the fund of human knowledge or to the art of biography. 
It is hardly an exaggeration to say that the authors and sub¬ 
jects of this great mass of writing were practically unknown 
at the time of the publication of the books, and are entirely 
unknown today except to church historians. 

A few of these books will illustrate the method and the 
value of almost all of this material. These examples are far 
above the average, for they concern men who were among 
the foremost clergymen and theologians of their day. The 
earliest book of this type was Thomas B. Chandler’s Life of 
Samuel Johnson, published in 1805, but written some time 
before the American Revolution. Johnson was one of the 
most prominent clergymen of his day—the late eighteenth 
century—and this biography is a complete story of his life, 
though it is formless, voluminous, and somewhat laudatory. 
Despite these faults it is a good biography for the time. 

Jonathan Edwards has been the subject of a number of 
biographies. One of the earliest and one of the best is that 
by Sereno E. Dwight, published in 1829 as an introduction 
to the Works of Jonathan Edwards. Dwight's book is much 
more than an introduction; it is a long and detailed account 
of Edwards’ life and work, sympathetic and eulogistic in tone, 
as might be expected of an editor who was also a clergyman 
of the same denomination. Its principal fault is that common 
to all biographies of its type, excessive length, which is the 
result of the author’s inability or refusal to apply any definite 
biographical standards to his work. Long passages of sermons 
and other writings are incorporated in the text where a 
sentence or a paragraph from the passage would prove the 
biographer’s point. Admitting its faults, Dwight’s Life of 
Jonathan Edwards is a valuable contribution to our knowl¬ 
edge of Edwards, if not to the art of biography. 

William H. Channing’s Memoir of William Ellery Chan- 
ning (1848) is another example of an important book which 
discourages a reader because of its length. Because William 
Ellery Channing was the dominant figure in Unitarianism 
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in the early nineteenth century, his biographer felt that lie 
must include everything that the man said and did. When 
a memoir occupies three large volumes, it ceases to be a 
memoir. This book is really an autobiography with a very 
thin connecting narrative by the editor. Although we never 
lose sight of the subject-sometimes we wish we could-we 
have no clear idea of the great preacher when we have 
finished the book because we have heard too much and seen 
too little of him. It is an invaluable source book but a poor 
biography. 

Ashbel Steele’s Chief of the Pilgrims, or , the Life and 
Times of William Brewster (1857) illustrates another fault in 
biographical waiting. This book is primarily theology and 
history, with occasional glimpses of William Brewster. His¬ 
torical biography has a place in the history of life-writing, but 
it can be handled only by a biographer who is completely 
master of his material and is constantly aware that he must 
keep his subject in the foreground of his picture. 

The faults that have been pointed out in these biographies 
are very common, particularly in the nineteenth century. 
They defeat the purpose of real biography: the re-creation of 
the man as he actually was. Furthermore, these books lack 
any distinction in style or manner. They are heavy, verbose, 
and frequently redundant. A biographer is required to do 
more than merely record facts. He must present those facts 
as attractively as possible. Lastly, he must know what to omit 
as well as what to include. 


2 

The first important figure in nineteenth-century biography 
is Mason Locke Weems, better known as Parson Weems. 
There are many who will say that he is neither important 
nor a biographer, and they may be right; at the same time he 
is one of the most remarkable and influential figures in 
American letters. In order to understand Weems and his 
books we must know something about him. 
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He was born in Maryland in 1752 and received as much 
education in the province as was available. We know very 
little of his early life before he began his travels. We know 
that he went to England to study medicine; that he returned 
to Maryland in 1776, but we do not know whether or not he 
had a medical degree. We know that he came under the in¬ 
fluence of the Reverend William Smith of Chestertown, 
Maryland, first provost of the College of Philadelphia and the 
father of the Episcopal church in America; that he studied 
for the ministry and went to England again for ordination. 
He seems never to have been a very successful minister; 
toward the end of his clerical career he had no parish at all. 

Parson Weems was interested in spreading practical moral 
knowledge, and wrote several pamphlets while he was a 
clergyman. They sold fairly well, and this success gave him 
the idea for the career he was to follow to the end of his life, 
which was to make him in his day one of the best-known men 
in the eastern and southern parts of the United States. 

He became the first and the greatest of American book 
agents. He formed a connection with Mathew Carey of Phila¬ 
delphia, the greatest book publisher in America at this time, 
and peddled Carey’s books from Philadelphia to the Spanish 
province of Florida. He sold medical books, law books, ser¬ 
mons, books on theology, novels and, of course, his own 
tracts. On horseback and in a wagon, he traveled the abomi¬ 
nable roads of the period from 1790 to 1825. He went every¬ 
where and knew everybody; he would substitute in the 
pulpit or play his fiddle for a dance. Regardless of what he 
did, he always managed to work his books in somehow. As 
characteristic of America as Benjamin Franklin, Weems prac 
tised a great deal of what Franklin had preached. 

It is not strange that this man should turn to writing what, 
m the absence of a better term, we must call biography. 
He knew the people of America as well as any other man 
living, he knew their mentality, their taste in reading, and 
most important of all, he knew how to write for the public. 
His first and most famous book was his life of Washington, 
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which will be discussed in Chapter VI. For its huge success 
the author was perhaps more responsible than the subject. 
The first edition of the Washington biography appeared in 
1800, a few months after Washington’s death, but the book 
that we know appeared as the fifth edition in 1806. 

Emboldened by his first success, Weems was ready to re¬ 
peat it when the opportunity appeared. General Francis 
Marion was the most famous of the Revolutionary generals 
in the South. As a guerilla chieftain he had no superior; he 
made life miserable for the British while they were in South 
Carolina. His life was filled with adventure and the spirit 
that we call romantic, and a whole legend has grown up 
around his name in South Carolina. 

General Horry, one of Marion’s men, had been collecting 
material for a life of his hero for many years. The General 
was a soldier, not a writer; the material had reached enor¬ 
mous proportions, and he did not know what to do with it. 
Finally someone suggested that he ask Parson Weems to assist 
in writing the life. The Parson was only too glad to do it. He 
took the material and, in the intervals when he was not sell¬ 
ing books, fashioned it into what the title-page designated a 
biography, but even the Parson himself admitted that it was 
a historical romance. It took him a long time to write the 
book, but it finally appeared in 1809, with General Horry 
and Mason Locke Weems as co-authors. 

When the General saw the book he did not recognize it; 
he stormed and raged, but nothing could be done about it 
then—it was published. The whole story of the collaboration 
and the General’s refusal to accept the book as his can be 
found in Weems’s correspondence, which has been published 
within the last few years. The General had every right to be 
offended; the General Marion of this book never lived; he 
couldn’t have. Weems did not care whether or not his Marion 
was the real Marion. He intended to do for Marion what he 
had done for Washington, to make a hero of him. There is 
a moral purpose in everything that Weems wrote. This moral 
purpose makes bad biography, but in this instance it provides 
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some interesting reading. It strikes us that Weems s reasoning 
was something like this: Marion was fighting in a great cause, 
he deserved to be a great man; he was a great man and could 
accomplish impossible feats of bravery against overwhelm¬ 
ing odds. In the book he is a great man and does accomplish 
these things and is a hero. What more could a striving young 
country want than the example of Francis Marion, the 
“Swamp Fox”? 

Of course the book was another success for Parson Weems 
and, incidentally, it helped him to sell his other books. He 
published two other “biographies,” one of Franklin in 1817 
and one of Penn in 1819. He was attracted to Penn by the 
latter’s genuine piety and by his liberalism. The book can¬ 
not be criticized as a biography, but it is at least the tribute 
of one good man to another. Weems never attempted any 
research for his subjects; what he did not know he made up. 
There are passages in the life of Penn which Weems had 
lifted complete from his earlier books. A good idea is worth 
repeating; this seems to have been one of the Parson’s 
maxims. His book on Franklin has even less claim to bio¬ 
graphical recognition than the Penn biography has. With the 
exception of a few facts that everyone knew, the book is made 
up of a collection of Franklin’s best maxims. These books 
on Penn and Franklin had not enough romance in them to 
make up for their lack of information; consequently, they 
were not so successful as the earlier lives. 

These four “biographies” constitute Weems’s claim to a 
place as a biographer. Again we say that he may not have 
been a biographer, but these books had a wider influence 
and reading than any other secular books of their day in 
America. Washington and Marion have not yet been stripped 
of the legends with which Weems covered them, and we know 
the maxims of Poor Richard far better than we would have 
known them, had not Parson Weems written his "biography” 
of Franklin. 

We have no right to dismiss Parson Weems today with¬ 
out a hearing. More than one biography has been published 
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in the last fifteen years that has as little basis of truth as have 
Weems’s books. He is the literary ancestor of the fictional 
biographer, and, from the moral point of view, he has a 
better chance of having his literary sins forgiven or condoned. 
He popularized the biography of his day and he did it inten¬ 
tionally, for he knew then as we know now that we are 
essentially a nation of hero worshipers. 

Not all of the early American biographical writers were 
romantic moralists. Some had a very accurate conception of 
what genuine biography should be. Among these was Wil¬ 
liam Dunlap, a very important figure in the early American 
drama, both as playwright and producer. He had financial 
difficulties in his later years which forced him to turn to 
anything which would provide a living. As a biographer he 
is most commonly associated with the Life of Charles Brock- 
den Brown (1815), the first professional novelist in America. 
As a matter of fact this book was not written by Dunlap and 
it can hardly be called a biography. The circumstances of 
Dunlap’s association with the work can be best explained 
in Dunlap’s own words from the preface: 

The plan of these volumes and the proposals for their publication 
were laid before the public without the knowledge of the writer 
of the biography. Engagements having been entered into with 
the subscribers, the present writer has been engaged to fulfill 
them, but not until die selections for the first volume had been 
made and printed. 

Dunlap felt obliged to carry out the original plan, with the 
result that the two volumes are made up principally of ex¬ 
cerpts from Brown’s novels and other writings. The bio¬ 
graphical portion of the book is extremely meager, but it is 
still the best account of Brown that we have. 

An earlier biography of Dunlap’s will illustrate what he 
might have done for Brown, had he had the opportunity. 
The Memoirs of George Frederick Cooke were published in 
London in 1813. Cooke, an English actor who had spent 
some years on the American stage, was a personal friend of 
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Dunlap. During his last visit to America he asked Dunlap 
to be his biographer, and the latter consented. Cooke had 
written what he called a chronicle of his theatrical career, 
and had also kept a diary during the last years of his life. 
Dunlap uses this material extensively and successfully; he 
allows Cooke to speak for himself wherever possible, and the 
result is a remarkably good biography for the time. 

There is a record of two other biographical works in which 
Dunlap had a hand, but I have not been able to find either 
of them. The first is the Life of William Guthrie (1796) anc ^ 
the other, the Life of the . . . Duke of Wellington, by 
Francis L. Clarke. With Supplementary Chapters by Wil¬ 
liam Dunlap (1814). 


3 

Washington Irving, the essayist and short story writer, is 
a landmark in American literature. Irving the biographer 
has been unduly neglected. The probable reason for the 
neglect is that he produced his biographies in the period 
when “scholarship,” meaning much detail, many footnotes, 
and endless theorizing, was in the offing. Irving was not con¬ 
sidered a scholar, and his solid writing was given no more 
prominence than much of his lighter material. This was a 
serious error, because Irving is entitled to an important 
place in the history of American biography. 

His first effort at biographical writing was a series of four 
essays on American naval heroes which appeared in the 
Analectic Magazine, of which Irving w r as the editor, during 
1815-1816. These sketches of Captain James Lawrence, Lieu- 
:enant Burrows, Commodore Perry, and Captain David 
Porter are very short and as good as the average apprentice 
vork in biography. He waves the flag and makes the eagle 
icream, but that was probably what the readers of his maga- 
:ine wanted. The War of 1812 had just ended, and patriot- 
sm, in some sections, was still at fever heat. These men had 
Derformed valiant services in the campaigns against the 
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Tripolitan pirates and in the late war; therefore, they had 
to be given heroic stature. The principal fault of these 
sketches is careless writing, a fault of which Irving was seldom 
guilty. Periodical editing and proof reading were very care¬ 
lessly done in those days; this may account for the more 
glaring errors in these sketches. 

Irving’s first long biography did not appear until 1828. 
In the winter of 1826 Irving was in Europe and was asked 
by Alexander Stephens, American Minister to Spain, to trans¬ 
late a volume of manuscripts relating to Columbus and the 
discovery of America which was about to appear. Irving went 
to Madrid intending to make the translation, but found such 
a wealth of material that he decided to write an account of 
Columbus and his voyages to America. He spent more than a 
year collecting and studying documents before he began to 
write. 

A History of the Life and Voyages of Christopher Colum¬ 
bus (1828) is one of the best lives of Columbus that we have. 
We have learned a gTeat deal more about Columbus than 
Irving knew, but Irving has seldom been found wrong. He 
developed a method for this book which he used for all of 
his later biographical writings. He made a careful study of 
his sources, digested the material, and then wrote his narra¬ 
tive. Scholars are inclined to scoff at this method because it 
eliminates footnotes and the rest of the critical apparatus. 
Irving was not writing for scholars and critics; he was writ¬ 
ing for the intelligent reading public, which wants the results 
of scholarship rather than the methods. 

Irving’s Columbus is a full and rapid narrative of Colum¬ 
bus’ life, his geographical studies, his attempts to secure aid 
for his project, his disappointments, his final success. The 
reader is carried along from one point to another with such 
ease that he feels he is actually with the Genoese. History and 
biography are so artistically combined that one is hardly 
conscious of the amount of history that is in the book or of 
the amount of research that went into the making of the 
book. This is historical biography at its best. 
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Some will say that there is too much history in the book. 
Columbus cannot be presented without a definite historical 
background. Others will claim that the book is too long. It 
requires space to present adequately the years of preparation 
and the period of the four voyages that Columbus made to 
America. It will be objected that there is too much of the 
romantic in the book. Columbus’ whole life was one great 
romance, a vision and a realization of that vision. 

While Irving was making his researches for Columbus, he 
came upon a great mass of Moorish material in the Spanish 
archives. The opportunity for using this material did not 
present itself for many years, but finally Mahomet and His 
Successors was published in 1849-1850. Even at this late date 
there was not much information in English regarding the 
great Arabian and his followers. Attracted by the romance 
of Mahomet’s career and the religious and political empire 
that he had created, Irving told the story of the prophet’s 
life from that point of view. In the preface to this biography 
Irving states that his material was incomplete, that he was 
too far away from the place where the man and his religion 
had their origin; consequently he filled out his narrative with 
the legends that had grown up in the twelve centuries since 
Mahomet’s death. The result is a combination of fact and 
fiction, carefully separated, which is still good reading. This 
may not be the authoritative life of the founder of Islam, but 
it gives us the essential facts of his life in an atmosphere truly 
Oriental. That atmosphere was still prevalent in Spain, as 
Irving proves in the Alhambra as well as in this book. 
Mahomet and His Successors is a charming story, charmingly 
told and based on fact. 

Irving’s third important biography is Oliver Goldsmith: a 
Biography (1849). Irving had written two earlier versions of 
Goldsmith’s life to accompany editions of his works. One was 
written in 1830, the other in 1840. When Irving began to 
collect his writings he realized that neither of the earlier 
accounts was adequate; furthermore John Forster had pub¬ 
lished his Life of Oliver Goldsmith in the meantime. Irving, 
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without relying on Forster, made the Life of Goldsmith one 
of his finest works. 

Irving was able to write a good biography of Goldsmith 
because he could understand the Irish genius better than any 
other man of his day. Their temperaments were much alike, 
and Irving’s career might have exactly paralleled Goldsmith s, 
had he been born to the same position as was the latter. Both 
were wanderers, romantics, children of the eighteenth cen¬ 
tury who had turned their backs on rationalism, one to live 
in the world of the past, the other in a world of his own crea¬ 
tion. Goldsmith was the greater creative artist, but the creator 
of Rip Van Winkle could thoroughly understand the creator 
of Parson Primrose; the creator of the Legend of Sleepy 
Hollow was in tune with the creator of The Deserted Village. 

Irving varied his method a little in this book; in place of 
a historical background he built up a personal background, 
and one of the literary London In which Goldsmith lived and 
worked. We have excellent sketches of his contemporaries, 
of the booksellers, of the members of The Club. Again, 
Irving could do this because he was by nature of the eight¬ 
eenth rather than the nineteenth century. As literary biog- 
graphy this book is the best of its kind that the early 
nineteenth century can show. As a life of Goldsmith it has 
not yet been superseded. 

During his literary career Irving wrote numerous biograph¬ 
ical sketches of contemporary Englishmen and Americans, 
such as Thomas Campbell and Washington Allston. He also 
wrote a long biographical essay for the Biography and Poeti¬ 
cal Remains of the Late Margaret Miller Davidson (1841). 
This essay is typical of its kind, and in all probability was 
written at the request of the young lady s family. 

Irving’s last and most important contribution to biography 
was his Li/e of George Washington. This book will be con¬ 
sidered with the other biographical material on Washington, 
but it can be said here that it will stand comparison with 
any biography of Washington written in the nineteenth 

century- 
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William Gilmore Simms was the most important man of 
letters in the South before the Civil War. Poet, novelist, 
editor, he finally turned to biography and published four 
lives in five years: a Life of Francis Marion (1845); Life of 
Captain John Smith, the Founder of Virginia {1846); Life 
of Chevalier Bayard (1847); ^ l f e °f Nathaniel Greene (1849). 

Simms’s biographies are popular accounts of men whom he 
admired. They make no claim to original research, but they 
are based on facts as Simms knew them. General Marion had 
been the subject of numerous romances and at least one 
romantic biography; legend had built a story around the 
man, and when Simms published his factual narrative it did 
not receive the recognition that it should have received. The 
Life of Francis Marion is a sympathetic treatment of the 
career of the “Swamp Fox,” but it tries to be accurate and 
fair; this is the reason it was not popular. 

Simms handled the other subjects in the same manner. 
Smith’s life seems to have been written to popularize Smith’s 
adventurous career. Little was known of the man who saved 
the Jamestown colony from the fate of earlier settlements, 
and Simms endeavored to supply this want. Considering its 
date, this biography of Smith is excellent. 

The Life of Chevalier Bayard was written because Simms 
greatly admired the man who has come down to us as the 
perfect example of chivalry and gentility. Simms was a ro¬ 
mantic in his point of view, and he aspired to social emi¬ 
nence; Bayard was the exponent of what Simms wanted to 
be. It is natural that this should be the best of his biogra¬ 
phies; it is a truism that a man can excel in that field in 
which his greatest interest lies. Simms considered this the 
best of his biographies, and time has justified his belief. 

Simms called himself the editor of the Life of Nathaniel 
Greene, but his biographer, Professor Trent, believes that 
Simms was the actual author. The style and method of this 
biography prove Professor Trent’s assertion. General Greene 
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has a position second only to that of Washington in the 
military history of the Revolution, and this biography gives 
no more than a fair account of his life and career. 

These biographical writings of Simms will always have a 
place in the history of American biography because of the 
prominence of the author. They are good, better than the 
majority of the lives of the times, but they are marred by 
faults common to all of Simms s works, turgid style and 
hasty writing. 

There are numerous biographies by literary men in this 
period which are important largely because of the author 
rather than the subject. The First White Man ; or, the Life 
and Exploits of Daniel Boone (1849), by Timothy Flint, is 
important in itself. Flint was a clergyman who spent a num¬ 
ber of years early in the century in missionary work in the 
West. He was also a novelist and writer of verse. His long 
residence in the western country gave him an opportunity to 
observe and understand such men as Boone, and when he 
came to write the life-the first edition was published in 1833 
with the title, Biographical Memoir of Daniel Boone— 
he was in a position to handle his subject intelligently. He 
knew and talked with Boone shortly before the latter’s death. 
This personal contact gave him an opportunity to interpret 
Boone’s character and personality. Flint’s biography is still 
the best biography of Boone that we have. 

James Fenimore Cooper’s Lives of Distinguished Naval 
Officers (1846), The Memoirs of Margaret Fuller Ossoh 
(1852), by R. W. Emerson, J. F. Clarke, and W. H. Chan- 
ning, and Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Life of Franklin Pierce 
(1852) added nothing to the literary reputations of their 
authors. Cooper's book grew out of his studies for his History 
of the U. S. Navy. The lives are principally of men who were 
friends of Cooper during his period of service in the Navy. 
Emerson contributed the chapters on Boston and Concord to 
the memoir of Margaret Fuller. Hawthorne wrote the Life 
of Franklin Pierce at the latter’s request when Pierce was 
nominated for the Presidency in 1852. They were classmates 
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at Bowdoin, but Hawthorne knew little of Pierce’s life as a 
politician in New Hampshire. He compiled the book from 
whatever material was at hand, keeping close to facts and 
commenting very briefly on Pierce’s character and qualifica¬ 
tions. In return for writing the book, Hawthorne received 
the consulship at Liverpool. To that period in Europe we are 
indebted for the Marble Faun. 

In 1850 appeared an edition of The Works of the late 
Edgar Allan Poe; With Notices of his Life and Genius. The 
notices were James Russell Lowell’s sketch of Poe, written 
at the latter’s request in 1845, Nathaniel P. Willis’ account 
of Poe’s death, and the memoir of Poe by Rufus W. Gris¬ 
wold, Poe’s literary executor. Griswold’s memoir is an ex¬ 
ample of a deliberate attempt at literary libel and it is 
responsible for much of the false impression of Poe which still 
survives. In 1856 another edition of Poe was published, with 
a complete and conventional memoir of Poe by Richard H. 
Stoddard, a friend of Poe during his last years. 

5 

When we turn to the biographies of public men written in 
the first half of the nineteenth century, we find that they are, 
with a few exceptions, important for subject rather than for 
method. The most important figures in public life were 
politicians and statesmen, and the lives are either campaign 
documents or eulogies to prepare the public for the candi¬ 
dates. Consequently there is little in this period which can 

be termed genuine biography or which has any literary 
quality. 

One of the earliest of the biographies of a public man, ex¬ 
clusive of the early Washington lives, is Sketches of the Life 
and Character of Patrick Henry (1817), by William Wirt. 
Wirt was a prominent Virginia lawyer and statesman, a man 
almost as well known as Henry himself. Mr. Wirt never knew 
Henry, but he knew and talked with many men who had 
known him. He collected a great mass of material in the 
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shape of facts and anecdotes. He had no previous experience 
in any kind of writing, and he did not know what to do 
with what he had. He tried to choose and organize the most 
important matter, but the book as a whole is formless and 
unbalanced. For instance, it was not until the edition of 
1841, long after Wirt's death, that chapter headings were 
given to the book; the original book was divided only into 
large sections. In spite of these serious defects the book 
is fairly good for the period. It is likewise characteristic of 
much of the life-writing that was to be done for the next 


"The year after Wirt's Sketches of Henry appeared, William 
Temple Franklin published the first version °f B “) am,n 
Franklin's autobiography. Memoirs 0/ the Ltfe and Wnttngs 
of Benjamm Franklin . . . Written by htmself to a late 
period and continued to the time of his death, by h,s Grand¬ 
son: William Temple Franklin (1818). The autobiograp 1- 
cal part was totally incomplete; it would not be complete 
for sixty years, but that problem is not within the province- of 
this study. The continuation is a factual presentation M the 
principal events of Franklin's later years, with little attempt 
at organization or careful treatment. The book, however, is 

historically important. rvnrral 

Another important figure of the Revoluuom Geneta 

Nathaniel Greene, was the subject 0 two biography a. dais 
time. Charles Caldwell wrote the Memoirs of the L 'f e a 
Claims of the Hon. Nathaniel Greene, Major General 
fn the Army of the United States (.819); and William John- 
Sketches If the Ufe and Correspondence 
Greene (.8..), Both of these books were "'T ,rcd b J th ^ C 
consideration for Greene which characterized th books 
on the Revolution written during this period. Allhoug 
"here is not much choice between the two, Johnson s was the 
authorized biography, bu, Caldwell s is much mor<1 comp t • 
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Greene’s papers with him; later he expanded this sketch into 
a formal biography. 

There were numerous real and folk heroes in the 
America of the early nineteenth century, and each received 
his share of biographical adulation. Perhaps the foremost 
was Andrew Jackson. From early manhood he was a hero in 
the West, and after each of his military exploits his heroic 
stature grew to legendary proportions. After the Battle of 
New Orleans his fame became national, and he was groomed 
as a presidential candidate, the people’s President. The first 
campaign biography of Jackson appeared in 1817. It is al¬ 
ways recorded as John H. Eaton’s Life of Andrew Jackson. 
Eaton merely finished the book which Major John B. Reid 
had started. It is a campaign biography in the sense that it 
began the propaganda campaign which Jackson’s friends 
opened at this time, a campaign which finally succeeded in 
1828. Eaton was a fellow Westerner and a great admirer of 
Jackson. He was later a member of the Senate from Ten¬ 
nessee and a member of one of Jackson’s cabinets. Eaton’s 
book on Jackson is a typical campaign document. There is, 
perhaps, little in it that is not true, although the adulation 
is almost saccharine and it omits a great deal that might have 
been told. Jackson’s early career is toned down; his legal 
knowledge is a little exaggerated; his dueling propensities 
are kept within the bounds of what the West considered 
necessary for a man of honor. Jackson’s humble origin, his 
defense of the people against tyranny and oppression, his 
championing of the rights of the common man, his justice 
in the courts both as lawyer and judge (he had to decide 
cases on merit because he knew no law), his honesty, bravery, 
and personal character; all these things are carefully set forth 
in Eaton’s Life of Andrew Jackson that the people in their 
wisdom might understand that true democracy would be 
safe only if Andrew was elected President of the United 
States. He was. 

Eaton’s biography was the source of every life of Jackson 
for nearly a half century. Why should anyone seek original 
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material when a record of all of J ackson's virtues was at hand? 
From 1820 to i860 biographies of Jackson continued to be 
written, published, and read, but almost all of them are the 
same-Eaton's facts in several diflerenl forms. Philo Good¬ 
win’s Biography of Andrew Jackson (1832) is one of the best 
of the later campaign lives, and Alexander Walker s Life of 
Andrew Jackson (.857) * “ earnest attempt to present the 
man as he really was. It remains an attempt because it was 
written entirely from the sources that have been mentioned. 
Amos Kendall’s Life of Andrew Jackson is an interesting 
fragment largely because Kendall was a close friend and a 
member of Jackson’s "Kitchen Cabinet, which was com- 
™Td of intimate personal advisers. Kendall's narrat.ve stops 
with Jackson’s victory in the Creek War, personal interests 
preventing the completion of the book. It would have been 
interesting, if nothing else, for few men knew Jackson as 
Kendall knew him. 

There were almost as many condemnatory as there were 
adulatory biographies of Jackson. Many books were made up 
entirely of those phases of Jackson s career which Eaton had 
omitted. The campaigns of .8118 and ,832 were c 
by the most scandalous practices, on both sides, that Am 
can politics had experienced. Nothing l.k.ithem wouM be 
repeated until the Cleveland-Bla.ne campaign of .884. 1 hese 
examples of scurrility are interesting, but they add nothing 

to the literature of American biography. 

Lafayette Aaron Burr, and Thomas Jefferson were among 
the heroes of this period. Lafayette was an honorary c.t.ren 
of the United States-his family still enjoys that honor-and 
he was considered a true Amertcan because of the a— 
he rendered during the Revolution, and a true democ 
because of his subsequent career in France. “ 

Lafavette during this period are numerous but of little value 
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in 1824, nearly fifty years after his first coming. 
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Jefferson and Burr, at one time friends and later bitter 
enemies, were the subjects of numerous biographies, which 
reflected either blind partisanship or implacable hatred. 
There is nothing of impersonal analysis or plain biographical 
narrative in these lives, or in any of the lives in this period. 
Politics was the dominant theme in public life. Every public 
man was open to praise or blame, and the biographies reflect 
almost blind partisanship and very frequently personal ha¬ 
tred. There is no early life of Jefferson that is worth men¬ 
tioning, and only one of Burr, Matthew Davis’ Memoirs of 
Aaron Burr with Miscellaneous Selections from his Cor¬ 
respondence (1838). Davis was a friend of Burr’s, and he tried 
to create an atmosphere sympathetic to Burr without de¬ 
scending to mere eulogy. Later biographers of Burr were not 
so fair. 

Henry Clay, Daniel Webster, and John C. Calhoun were 
the most prominent statesmen, if not the greatest, in the 
first half of the nineteenth century. They were exact con¬ 
temporaries; all three were permanent candidates for the 
Presidency, which eluded their grasp; and they were the most 
influential men in the West, the North, and the South re¬ 
spectively. During the thirty years that they were potential 
or actual presidential candidates they were the subjects of 
many campaign documents and even serious biographies. 
Colton’s Life and Times of Henry Clay (1845) is the best 
biography of Clay written before his death. It is not a cam¬ 
paign life, nor is it an authorized biography. Colton made 
independent researches for his work, and the result is a good 
book when one considers that it was written in the lifetime 
of the subject. After Clay’s death, Colton brought the book 
up to date, and it is still one of the best books on Clay. 
Another important, although partisan, life of Clay is The 
Life and Public Services of Henry Clay . . . (1859), b Y Epes 
Sargent and Horace Greeley. 

Webster was not so fortunate as Clay in his early biog¬ 
raphers. Although there are a dozen or more early lives of 
Webster, none of them has any genuine biographical or 
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literary value. The same may be said for Calhoun, although 
T S Jenkins’ Life of John Caldwell Calhoun (1850), pub¬ 
lished in the year of his death, is a fairly impartial account 

of the great southern statesman. 

There is an equal abundance of ''biographical” material 
on the successful candidates for the Presidency during this 
period. Van Buren's campaign, which began in the middle 
of Jackson's second term, as was the custom in those days, 
was particularly bitter, largely because of Van Buren's con- 
nection with Jackson. Some half-dozen favorable campaign 
lives appeared, and almost as many which were decidedly un- 
favorable. Among the latter is one that is of particular in¬ 
terest because of its author. The Life of Martin Van Buren, 
Heir Apparent to the “Government" and. the Appointed Suc¬ 
cessor of General A ndreu) Jackson. Containing Every Authen¬ 
tic Particular by Which His Character Has Been Formed 
(,8«) is supposed to have been written by David Crockett, 
hunter, trapper, politician, congressman, and "hero of the 
Alamo ” It is a sufficiently bad biography, from every point 
of view to have been written by Crockett, who was prac¬ 
tically illiterate, but 1 doubt if he contributed anything more 
than his name and some of the more scurrilous parts of the 
book. Crockett hated Jackson and sought to injure him 
through Van Buren. Everything that could blacken the char¬ 
acter of either man is in the book. In this manner those 
who planned the book sought to further the candidacy of 
Hugh L. White and to blast Van Buren's chances. Actually, 
the book had little or no effect because it overshot its mark 
and was an object of derision rather than concern. It is in¬ 
teresting today because it shows the extent to which po i- 
ticians lould go to defeat a rival candidate, and because 
the spirit, if not the letter, has been followed in recent presi- 

dential campaigns. , , , , . • _ 

Every presidential campaign brought forth and brings 

forth some striking examples of biographical effort. en 
the candidate is relatively unknown, as in the casesi of \ 
liam Henry Harrison, Zachary Taylor, and Franklin Pierce, 
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the biographer says as little as possible; when the candidates 
are of the type of Garfield and Blaine, the biographer em¬ 
phasizes one phase of the candidate’s career and leaves the 
less savory episodes in the background. 

As the nineteenth century advanced, the biographical 
field widened and the quality of individual biographies im¬ 
proved. Such lives as John P. Kennedy’s Memoirs of the 
Life of William Wirt (1851) and H. A. Garland’s Life of 
]ohn Randolph of Roanoke (1850) exhibit a distinct advance 
in the art of life-writing. Kennedy was a prominent novelist 
and man of letters. His literary training enabled him to take 
a great mass of source material and fashion it into a biogra¬ 
phy which is excellent as biography and as literature. It 
seems old fashioned and somewhat prosy to us who have been 
reared on the Stracheyan method, but when it is compared 
w'ith the products of its own time its superiority is obvious. 
Garland’s book is equally good, but for a different reason. 
He had seen and heard Randolph in Congress and, although 
he did not know him personally, he knew many of his con¬ 
temporaries and secured material from them. We know more 
about Randolph now than Garland did, but, historically 
speaking, his book is still good. 

John Adams and his son, John Quincy Adams, and Jef¬ 
ferson were also the subjects of historical biographies at this 
time. In 1856 Charles Francis Adams published the Works 
of John Adams . . . with a Life of the Author. The first two 
chapters of the life were written by John Quincy Adams, and 
his son finished the book on the plan projected by his father. 
There is practically nothing of a personal nature in the 
biography, but it is still the best account we have of John 
Adams’ public life. Josiah Quincy’s Memoir of the Life of 
John Quincy Adams is in keeping with the conventions of 
the time; John Quincy never emerges as a man. Henry S. 
Randall’s Life of Thomas Jefferson (1858) is a history of 
America during Jefferson’s lifetime with an occasional view 
of Jefferson himself. 
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The Reverend Jared Sparks is the most important figure 
in early nineteenth-century American biography. A trained 
historian, he approached biography with the equipment for 
research and was the first American to study original sources 
for his biographical material. He made some serious mis¬ 
takes, as we shall see, but his underlying methods were ex¬ 
cellent. 

Jared Sparks was bom in Wellington, Connecticut, in 
1789. Although his family was not in a position to educate 
him, he graduated from Harvard through the financial 
assistance of friends. He was later inducted into the ministry 
of the Unitarian church and was a pastor in Baltimore for 
four years. His interest in history and literature developed 
early, and in 1823 he resigned his pastorate to become editor 
of the North American Review. This magazine had fallen 
on evil days, but in the next seven years Sparks made it the 
most important and successful periodical in America. 

Shortly after he became an editor he began to develop an 
idea for a history of the American Revolution which was to 
be primarily biographical. He intended to start with Wash¬ 
ington, publishing his life and correspondence, and then to 
go on to the other important figures of the period. For five 
years he traveled in this country and Europe, visiting his¬ 
torical places and collecting material for an edition of the 
works and life of Washington. Another period of five years 
was spent in editing the material which he had collate 
and, in 1834, the first volume-Volume II of the Wor of 

George Washington . . .-appeared. The final volume I of e 

Works, the biography of Washington, came out m 1 37 - 
Meanwhile Sparks had published several other biographies. 
In 1827 he published the Life of John Ledyari, the famous 
American traveler. Ledyard's papers had been collected by 
a member of his family who intended to write a biography 
of him but never did so, the material being turned over 
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Sparks for publication. In this book Sparks developed the 
method which he was to follow in all of his writings. He got 
as much first-hand information as he could, and verified his 
source material wherever possible. Then he wrote the life 
itself, using the subject’s own words wherever they would 
add to the truth or interest of the narrative. This is un¬ 
questionably one of the best methods of biographical com¬ 
position and, while Sparks did not always achieve unity in the 
narrative, he gave impetus to the development of biograph¬ 
ical method. This book, a landmark in American bio¬ 
graphical writing, was reprinted in Sparks’s Library of Amer¬ 
ican Biography. The next biography, the Life of Gouverneur 
Morris (1832), was a part of Sparks’s Revolutionary history. 
It was published in three volumes, the first containing the 
biography and the others, correspondence. 

Between 1836 and 1840 Sparks published the Works of 
Benjamin Franklin; with Notes and a Life of the Author. 
As in the case of Washington this work was in ten volumes 
with the available autobiography and a continuation of 
Franklin’s life in the first volume. Sparks now enjoyed the 
reputation of being the foremost biographer and historical 
scholar in America, his standing as a biographer having been 
increased by the publication of the first series of the Library 
of American Biography under his editorship. All of his work 
was accepted at its face value, and the critics were unanimous 
in their praise of the scholar who had gone to the original 
sources for his materials, particularly the writings of Wash¬ 
ington and Franklin. After 1840 Sparks did little writing or 
editorial work, exclusive of the second .series of the Library 
of American Biography, which appeared between 1844 and 
1847. 

In 1847 Sparks was occupying the chair of history at 
Harvard, to which he had been elected in 1839, and was 
doing a great deal to further the study of history in general 
and American history in particular. In this year (1847) there 
was published the Life and Correspondence of Joseph Reed. 



AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 


io 

Reed was an important figure in the Revolution and a close 
friend and correspondent of Washington. The author of this 
biography published a number of Washington s letters which 
differed considerably from the same letters published by 
Sparks. Charges of altering the Washington papers were 
brought against Sparks by several Americans, but they were 
not pushed until, in 1851, Lord Mahon, an English historian, 
repeated the charges in his History of England. Sparks had 
to answer these charges, and he admitted that he had cor¬ 
rected grammatical errors, altered sentences, and even in¬ 
serted sentences of his ow'n in Washingtons letters. He 
defended his actions on the ground that Washington had cor¬ 
rected and rewritten some of his letters before his death and 
that he had done nothing more than this. Of course, his 
defense was not accepted; his actions were indefensible, and 
his entire work was more or less discredited. What Sparks 
really wanted to do was to perpetuate the tradition that Wash¬ 
ington never did anything wrong and that his letters were 
as perfect in their composition and expression as those of 
the most accomplished scholar. Furthermore, he toned down 
what he considered vulgar and removed whatever traces of 
anger he found in Washington’s correspondence. In short, he 
desired that Washington be considered the prig that Weems s 
book had made him out to be. The whole affair, although it 
damaged Sparks’s reputation too severely, had a salutary ef¬ 
fect in that it prevented editors from mutilating source ma¬ 
terial for reasons of propriety. Sparks was not the only 
historical scholar who was doing this sort of thing, but he 
was caught. The “family” and “official” type of biography 
still suffers from various kinds of mutilation, but it can no 
longer be done in the case of public figures whose papers 

are open to public inspection. 

The most important accomplishment of Sparks, either m 
history or biography, was the Library of American Biogra¬ 
phy. His purpose in projecting this work can be best ex¬ 
pressed in his ow'n words of the Advertisement in the first 
volume of the first series: 
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It is the design of this work to add something to the stock of our 
native literature in the department of Biography. The specimens 
here presented to the public will indicate, with sufficient clear¬ 
ness, the nature of the plan, and the manner in which it may be 
executed. 

Our purpose is not to attempt the methodical arrangement or 
comprehensiveness of a dictionary, in which the number and 
proportional length of the articles are to be considered; but 
rather to select prominent names, to which opportunity and 
indination may attract the different writers, and thus enable 
them to perform the task of a biographer with the more fidelity 
and interest in the subject. Hence the length and structure of 
each article will depend on the amount of materials accessible 
to the author, his judgment and taste in choosing from them, 
and his facility in narration. 

The two principal objects to be attained, in biographical com¬ 
positions, are accuracy as to facts and finish in the literary execu¬ 
tion. The former demands research, the latter labor and skill. 
Biography is only another form of history; truth is the first 
requisite, simplicity of style the next. It admits of no embellish¬ 
ments that would give it the air of fiction; and yet its office is 
but half done, unless it mingles entertainment with instruction. 

The plan of this work embraces the lives of all persons, who 
have been distinguished in America, from the date of its first 
discovery to the present time. . . . Each life will be prepared 
expressly for this work, except perhaps in a very few instances. 
. . . As the authors’ names will be prefixed to their respective 
performances, the Editor will of course not hold himself respon¬ 
sible for any statements or opinions, except those proceeding 
from his own pen. 

No clearer biographical creed has ever been formulated; 
unfortunately Sparks, as we have seen, did not adhere to his 
own standards. The plan of including the principal figures 
in American history was not followed. Cabot is the only early 
explorer in the Library, Captain John Smith the only early 
colonizer. There are sketches of Hudson, Marquette, La Salle, 
and Ribault. Later colonizers are represented by William 
Penn, General Oglethorpe, and the second Lord Baltimore. 
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The lives seem to have been chosen by the authors rather 
than by the editor. 

The Library of American Biography was published in two 
series, the first in 1834-1838, the second in 1844-1847. The 
combined series contains sixty lives, written by thirty-six dif¬ 
ferent men. The sixty lives occupy twenty-five volumes, which 
average about four hundred pages. Naturally, the biogra¬ 
phies are very uneven in length and quality. Some are merely 
sketches; some volumes contain four lives; others only one. 
The quality is equally uneven. Some are obviously compila¬ 
tions; others are based on authentic sources and are care¬ 
fully and well written. 

Most of the lives are hardly worthy of serious criticism. The 
best biography of the series is the Life of Cotton Mather by 
W. B. O. Peabody. Mr. Peabody based his biography on the 
best sources, and he not only wrote an excellent account of 
Mather’s life, but he analyzed Mather’s character completely. 
No better biography of Cotton Mather has yet been writ¬ 
ten. William H. Prescott’s Life of Charles Brockden Brown 
is not a life at all, but it is a very good critical memoir of 
the first professional American novelist. The accounts of Sir 
Harry Vane, Jonathan Edwards, Patrick Henry, James Otis, 
and General Oglethorpe are good, although all of them are 
uncritical and somewhat partisan. The long lives of Gen¬ 
eral Greene, Commodore Decatur, and Lord Baltimore are 
histories rather than biographies. The life of John Eliot, 
Apostle to the Indians, is much more personal, even though 
it is as long as the others. 

Sparks wrote eight of the lives in the Library , including 
the aforementioned Life of John Ledyard. His memoirs of 
Father Marquette, De La Salle, Pulaski, and Ribault are ex¬ 
cellent though very short. He wrote longer accounts of Ethan 
Allen and Charles Lee. The former is frankly eulogistic, but 
even so it is far above the average of the series in method and 
the quality of the writing. He gives a very sympathetic 
account of Charles Lee, the English officer who entered the 
Revolutionary army. This is the Lee who was accused of 
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treachery at the Battle of Monmouth and incurred \\ ash* 
ington’s wrath there. General Lee was later tried and ac¬ 
quitted of the charge of treason, but was dismissed from the 
army. Sparks is very fair to this man; in fact, he seems to 
favor him whenever possible, although there is little ques¬ 
tion that he was guilty of insubordination many times and 
was an enemy of Washington during the entire period of 
his service. Sparks treats Arnold very differently in his Life 
and Treason of Benedict Arnold. This is the only full-length 
biography that he wrote for the series. The first half of the 
book is concerned with Arnold’s military career; the sec¬ 
ond half with his treason and its consequences. The whole 
book is unduly prejudiced and over-righteous in its tone. As 
Washington was the perfect hero, so Arnold was the perfect 
villain and traitor, and Sparks so writes that the treachery 
and villainy are evident on every page. There is as much 
special pleading against Arnold as there is for Washington. 

Regardless of the faults and prejudices of the editor and 
his staff, the Library of American Biography is a landmark 
in the development of biographical writing in America. 
Sparks had knowledge and ability, and it is most unfortunate 
that he allowed his narrow moral and ethical standards to 
influence his sound scholarly judgment. He contributed a 
great deal to historical and biographical writing, and for that 
we should be thankful. 


Ill 
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T HE stream of literary biography continued to run very 
thin during the middle years of the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury. As the principal literary figures died, they were com¬ 
memorated or embalmed in books large and small. Until 
the last quarter of the century there is scarcely an instance 
of a genuine attempt at a biographical or critical study of 
an American writer. Books there are, but they are either 
panegyrics or mere records, entirely devoid of method and 
generally lacking in interest. If the term “Victorian” implies 
a false standard for propriety and truth, this period may be 
called truly the Victorian age. Only the smiling aspects of 
a man’s life were mentioned, and even these were described 
in such saccharine terms that the books are almost unread¬ 
able today. 

The first book of any importance in this period is the 
Life and Letters of Washington Irving (1862), edited by 
Irving s nephew, Pierre M. Irving. This life is a very care¬ 
fully edited account of Irving’s career, told largely through 
his letters. Pierre Irving had possession of all of his uncles 
papers which he used very skilfully to present such a picture 
of Irving as would carry on the legend that had grown up 
concerning him. Irving had been engaged to Matilda Hoff¬ 
man, the daughter of Charles Fenno Hoffman, but she died 
before the marriage could take place. Irving never married, 
and the world believed that this tragedy of his early life was 
the cause of his bachelorhood. Pierre Irving’s book intensi¬ 
fied this belief by giving us the character of a lonely man 
constantly grieving for his lost love. This conception is en¬ 
tirely foreign to Irving’s real character, and we know now 
that he was interested in several women during his life. A 
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later book on Irving fills in some of the gaps in the Life and 
Letters, and there is in preparation a life of Irving which 
will be a genuine and accurate biography. Pierre Irving’s 
book is, at this w’riting, still the most complete account of 
Washington Irving that we have. Despite the suppressions, it 
is both valuable and interesting. Richard H. Stoddard’s Life 
of Washington Irving (1883) is a narrative biography based 
on the earlier book, and adds nothing to our knowledge of 
Irving. 

The Life of William Heckling Prescott (1864), by George 
Ticknor, the Life and Letters of Fitz-Greene Halleck (1869), 
by James G. Wilson, and the Life, Letters, and Journals of 
George Ticknor (1876), edited by George Hillard and Anna 
Ticknor, belong to the same class of life-writing as does 
Pierre Irving’s book. Ticknor was an old friend of Prescott’s 
and performed a labor of love which is entirely appreciative 
and uncritical, although Ticknor was the foremost Spanish 
scholar of his day in America. Wilson’s life of Halleck is 
entirely panegyrical and places this forgotten poet far above 
the position he had then and has now. The Life, Letters and 
Journals of George Ticknor is an improvement in method 
and material over the other books. Like Pierre Irving’s book, 
it is almost entirely autobiographical. Ticknor was one of 
the earliest American scholars to study and travel in Ger¬ 
many, and his letters and diary entries during his European 
travels are fascinating reading. 

Henry T. Tuckerman’s Life of John Pendleton Kennedy 
(1871) is one of the best literary biographies of this period. 
Kennedy had an active life, not only in literature but in 
politics, and Tuckerman wrote a well-balanced book, giving 
each phase of Kennedy’s career just the emphasis it needed. 
It is still the best biography of Kennedy that we have. Wil¬ 
liam R. Alger’s Life of Edwin Forrest: The American Trage¬ 
dian (1877) is another excellent biography, complete and 
well documented. Both Tuckerman and Alger realized the 
responsibility of the biographer to tell the complete story 
of his subject, and each seems to have done this as far as he 
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could with the material available. Few contemporary biogra¬ 
phies are entirely satisfactory, for biography needs perspec¬ 
tive in the same degree that history does. 

As the nineteenth century drew to a close, the death roll of 
our men of letters rose. Bryant, Hawthorne, Emerson, Long¬ 
fellow, Holmes, Lowell, and many others died between i860 
and 1900. The oldest of them, William Cullen Bryant, died 
in 1878. In 1879 George William Curtis published the Life, 
Character and Writings of William Cullen Bryant, a strictly 
conventional, appreciative memoir. In 1883 Parke Godwin, 
Bryant’s assistant on the New York Evening Post and his 
literary executor, published the Life of William Cullen 
Bryant as the first two volumes of the standard edition of 
Bryant’s complete writings. Godwin’s biography is a good 
book from every point of view. In the first place his close 
association with Bryant gave him an insight into Bryant’s 
character that the average biographer does not have. Sec¬ 
ondly, Godwin was a professional writer, a trained journal¬ 
ist, and a man of some critical ability. Even though he was 
very close to Bryant, he could estimate him from an intel¬ 
lectual rather than an emotional point of view. Most of 
Bryant’s creative work had been done before Godwin be¬ 
came associated with him; consequently he had some per¬ 
spective for his literary criticism. Bryant was not only a poet; 
he was for years the dean of journalists in New York, a public 
figure of note, and, in his later years, in addition to his edi¬ 
torial work, he translated the Iliad and the Odyssey. All these 
phases of an active public and intellectual career Godwin 
handled $0 well that when we have finished this Life of Wil¬ 
liam Cullen Bryant, we feel that we know the man as he 
actually was. 

There have been two other lives of Bryant written since 
Godwin’s appeared. John Bigelow wrote a short critical 
biography for the “American Men of Letters” series in 1896, 
and William A. Bradley, one for the “English Men of Let¬ 
ters” series in 1905. Both are short and primarily critical, 
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but Bradley's is superior both as biography and as criticism 
to Bigelow’s. 

Numerous books on Hawthorne were published in the 
first twenty-five years after his death. The most notable of 
these early books was Nathaniel Hawthorne, written by 
Henry James the novelist, for the “English Men of Letters” 
series. It is a very disappointing book, for the reason that 
James seemed incapable of understanding Hawthorne. If we 
are to believe Mr. James, Hawthorne’s art and genius were 
stifled by his provincialism, his preoccupation with American 
themes and American local characters. Mr. James intimates 
that, had Hawthorne had the advantage of intercourse with 
Europeans when he was young, he would have been a great 
artist. This criticism is the result of a total ignorance of the 
character and the mind of one of the truly great artists that 
American literature has produced. The trouble with Henry 
James was that he did not know that a man could live in 
a small world and still be anything but provincial. 

Nathaniel Hawthorne and His Wife (1884), by Haw¬ 
thorne’s son, Julian, is the usual family memorial. It is a 
compilation of letters and journal excerpts which, quite 
naturally, presents only one side of the picture. There is, 
however, much material which has been used by later biogra¬ 
phers. Moncure D. Conway’s Life of Nathaniel Hawthorne 
(1890) is a good short biography, emphasizing the personal 
rather than the literary side of Hawthorne. The books men¬ 
tioned are by no means the only studies of Hawthorne pub¬ 
lished during this period, but they seem to be the most 
important. 

The name of Ralph Waldo Emerson is frequently found 
in lists of American biographers, but I have been able to 
find no justification for the classification. Some people may 
think that Representative Men is biographical in form, but 
it is not. Montaigne, Napoleon, Shakespeare, and the others 
in this volume are considered critically, and not biograph¬ 
ically. The essay on Thoreau which Emerson contributed to 
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the Atlantic Monthly in 1862 may be considered a bio¬ 
graphical essay, but it is more in the nature of a character 
study. Emerson tells us a great deal about the mind and 
soul of Thoreau, but very little about his life. Biography is 
primarily life-writing. Plutarch is another of Emerson’s es¬ 
says which approaches the biographical form, for it embraces 
the whole of Plutarch’s life and all his writings. 

Emerson was the subject of many biographies and studies 
after his death, some of which are important. The first one, 
Ralph Waldo Emerson: His Life, Writings and Philosophy , 
by George Willis Cooke, was first published in 1881, the 
year before Emerson died; the second edition (1900) is bio¬ 
graphically complete. In his preface Mr. Cooke makes the 
statement that “the following pages are intended as an in¬ 
troduction to the study of the writings of Mr. Emerson. They 
are biographical only because light may be thrown on his 
books by the events of his life.” Regardless of this statement, 
the book is a good, conventional biographical and critical 
account of Emerson’s life and writings. A much better biog¬ 
raphy is James Eliot Cabot’s A Memoir of Ralph Waldo 
Emerson ( 1887). Cabot was Emerson’s literary executor and, 
in carrying out his trust, wrote an excellent biography. The 
best of the early lives of Emerson is Oliver Wendell Holmes’s 
Ralph Waldo Emerson (1884). Written originally for the 
“American Men of Letters” series, it is a concise account of 
Emerson, combining biography and criticism in almost per¬ 
fect proportions. Dr. Holmes was an exact contemporary of 
Emerson; he knew him intimately; and he was able to give 
a balance to his biography which stabilizes the enthusiasm 
of Cooke and Cabot. In addition to the purely biographical 
qualities of the book, it is noteworthy for its charm of style 
and manner, characteristic of all of Holmes’s writings. 

Dr. Holmes made one other venture into the biographical 
field with his Memoir of John Lothrop Motley (1879). Again 
he is writing of an intimate friend, but the work of the 
historian of the Dutch Republic was not so close to Holmes’s 
heart as were Emerson’s writings. Furthermore, Motley had 
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spent many years abroad as writer and diplomat, and Holmes 
was not able to give such a complete account of Motley's 
later life as he did in the case of Emerson. Holmes makes an 
able defense of Motley’s career as diplomat, and gives Mot¬ 
ley's version of the trouble with President Grant which re¬ 
sulted in Motley’s summary dismissal from his ministerial 
post in London. Holmes’s book is a good contemporary ac¬ 
count, but we need a modern interpretation of Motley and 
his work. 

The last of the important literary figures of the nineteenth 
century died during the last twenty years of the century and, 
of course, books of a biographical nature followed close upon 
their deaths. In most cases they were either family or author¬ 
ized biographies, with the characteristic virtues and faults 
of this type of biographical literature. 

In 1886 Samuel Longfellow published the Life of Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow, with Extracts from his Journals and 
Correspondence. In this first edition of two large volumes 
Samuel Longfellow assembled a huge mass of material con¬ 
cerning his brother's life and work, adding in 1887 a third 
volume of extracts from the journals and correspondence. 
This book is invaluable as source material, but it is not a 
biography. The editor had more material than he could 
properly handle. He simply printed what he thought should 
be printed, taking passages from all of the writings that best 
suited his purpose. There is a general chronological order in 
the book, but it lacks organization and unity. The material is 
almost entirely unassimilated, and there is little connecting 
narrative. In short, it is material for a biography rather than 
a biography itself. In 1891 a second edition, incorporating 
the material of the third volume into the text, was pub¬ 
lished. 

S. T. Pickard's Life and Letters of John Greenleaf 
Whittier (1894) is exactly the same sort of book as Samuel 
Longfellow’s life of his brother. In the same class, but some¬ 
what better done, is the Life and Letters of Bayard Taylor 
(1884), by Marie H. Taylor and Horace E. Scudder. We are 
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thankful that we have these books, but they represent a form 
of life-writing that defeats the purpose of true biography: 
the re-creation of a man as he really was. 

Charles Edward Stowe’s Life of Harriet Beecher Stowe 
(1890) and Mrs. Annie Fields’s Life and Letters of Harriet 
Beecher Stowe (1897) belong to the same school of biography 
as those just mentioned. The first is merely a family record, 
entirely uncritical, and the second is a panegyric which 
places the author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin among the greatest 
of authors, of women, and of benefactors of mankind. Such 
books as this of Mrs. Fields are, if not dishonest, certainly 
undistinguished by any sense of balanced judgment. 

It is, at least, a relief to come upon such a biography as 
Herbert B. Adams’ Life and Writings of Jared Sparks 
(1893). Professor Adams, a prominent historian of his day, 
has given us one of the most complete biographies written in 
the nineteenth century. In fact, it is too complete, for the 
details enumerated in the two fat volumes destroy the picture 
of the man that is there. Professor Adams wrote biography 
in the traditional manner of the nineteenth-century biogra¬ 
pher, but he did not have a particularly interesting subject, 
and he treated it from a strictly impersonal point of view. 
This view is not conducive to literature in biography. Every¬ 
thing that a man said or did is not biographical material; 
the reader can become surfeited with the subject. This may 
be hypercritical, but a biographer must be master of his ma¬ 
terial and must be able to control it. Professor Adams seems 
to have lost control of his material time and time again. 

A much better example of this type of scholarly biography 
is afforded by John T. Morse’s Life and Letters of Oliver 
Wendell Holmes (1896). Mr. Morse, an experienced profes¬ 
sional biographer, shows a much better command of his 
materials and achieves his purpose in a much simpler fash¬ 
ion than did Professor Adams. Perhaps the principal reason 
for Morse’s greater success is that he writes from a personal 
and sympathetic point of view. Although this is apparently 
an authorized biography, it is neither eulogistic nor pane- 
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gyrical. It is conventional biographical writing at its best or 
near it. 

There are two other literary biographies of this period that 
illustrate the principle that a biographer must be interested 
in his subject. Professor Moses Coit Tyler, the historian of 
American literature, was not noted for the charm of his 
style, but in Three Men of Letters: Berkeley, Dwight, Bar- 
low (1895) he seems to have found three particularly con¬ 
genial subjects. Timothy Dwight and Joel Barlow were 
members of that literary group known as the Hartford Wits, 
and Professor Tyler has given us charming short biographies 
of these men and the parts they played in the development 
of American literature after the Revolution. George Berkeley 
was an English clergyman and the first English traveler to 
write a book on his experiences in America, which he visited 
in 1729. The nineteenth century can show nothing better in 
purely literary biography than this little book. 

N. H. Chamberlain’s Samuel Sewall and the World He 
Lived In (1897) is another excellent literary biography. 
Sewall’s famous and priceless diary is, of course, the basis of 
the book, and Mr. Chamberlain filled in the background and 
chose his passages from the diary with rare judgment. The 
book is admirable in itself and even more admirable as an 
introduction to the diary. 


2 

The most important group of literary biographies pub¬ 
lished in the latter half of the nineteenth century were 
those written for the “American Men of Letters” series. 
Based on a similar series in England, this project was started 
in 1881 under the general editorship of Charles Dudley 
Warner, whose Washington Irving (1881) was the first vol¬ 
ume in the series. About twenty-six volumes were published 
in some thirty years, when the series was discontinued. 

This series was intended to provide short critical biogra¬ 
phies of the principal figures in American literature, and the 



AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 


52 

list is fairly complete, beginning with Franklin and coming 
down as far as Thomas Bailey Aldrich. There are some im¬ 
portant writers missing—Charles Brockden Brown and Philip 
Freneau, to mention only two-but, on the whole, the col¬ 
lection is satisfactory. The books are small in format, and 
conciseness was made a necessity rather than a virtue. In some 
instances full treatment of the subjects could not be given, 
but the general plan was faithfully adhered to. These lives 
are excellent introductions to the authors included in the 
series. Naturally the books vary in quality, some because of 
paucity of material, others because of the choice of authors. 

The second volume of the series was Horace E. Scudder’s 
Noah Webster (1881), followed by F. B. Sanborn’s Henry D. 
Thoreau (1882), both excellent books. Holmes’s Emerson 
(1884) and Bigelow’s Bryant (1890) have already been men¬ 
tioned. All of these books maintained the high standard set 


by the first volume. 

For various reasons, some of the volumes in the series are 
much more important than others. The first of these was 
Professor Lounsbury’s James Fenimore Cooper (1883). This 
was the first attempt at a life of Cooper, for he had forbidden 
the publication of a biography. Miss Susan Cooper, his 
daughter, had published a volume of reminiscences, and this 
was the only biographical material available, exclusive of 
Cooper's own writings. In view of these facts, Professor 
Lounsbury's book is remarkably good. It is more critical 
than biographical, and the criticism seems to be a little un¬ 
fair in its severity. Lounsbury set a very high standard, even 
for his own day, and Cooper suffers as a result. Furthermore, 
Cooper is judged by the poorest of his books rather than 
by the best, and some of Lounsbury’s hypercriticism has per¬ 
sisted to the present day. He is particularly severe on the 
women in Cooper’s novels, making the flat statement that 
they are able to do nothing except faint. The women m one 
of the earliest of Cooper's novels, The Spy , are sufficien 
refutation of Lounsbury’s charge. He says that Mercedes of 
Castile is unreadable, and in his summarizing criticism 
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judges Cooper by some of his less important European novels 
rather than by those which are distinctively American. 
Cooper should be judged by historical rather than by abso¬ 
lute standards of criticism. 

Two of the very best volumes in this series appeared in 
1885, Professor George E. Woodberry’s Edgar Allan Poe and 
Professor Henry A. Beers’s Nathaniel Parker Willis. Wood- 
berry’s book is the first intelligent treatment of Poe, as a man 
and a writer, that we have. It is genuine critical biography: 
its only fault is overconciseness, for which Professor Wood- 
berry was not responsible. His later Life of Edgar Allan Poe 
is complete in every respect. 

Professor Beers’s Nathaniel Parker Willis is one of the best 
biographies of the series. It is a difficult matter to present 
adequately a second-rate writer; the biographer is very likely 
to be led into over- or under-emphasis. Beers steered a re¬ 
markably straight course, giving just the proper balance to 
the personal and literary phases of Willis’ career. Willis was 
one of the leading writers of the day, and Beers makes us 
aware of that; Willis is practically unknown today, and Beers 
explains that. We know the reasons for his contemporary 
and later reputations, and we know Willis when we have 
finished the book. No biographer can accomplish much more 
than Professor Beers accomplished in this book. 

Benjamin Franklin as a Man of Letters (1887) was written 
for this series by John Bach McMaster, professor of Ameri¬ 
can history at the University of Pennsylvania. Professor Mc¬ 
Master brought to the writing of this book sound historical 
scholarship, a strong interest in the subject, and a keen 
literary appreciation. The book is the best short biography 
of Franklin that we have, and one of the best lives of Franklin 
of any type. The emphasis is, of course, on Franklin’s writ¬ 
ings, and the final chapter contains a brilliant account of a 
very complicated subject, the discovery and publication of 
the complete manuscript of Franklin’s autobiography. The 
volume, as a whole, is one of the most important contribu¬ 
tions to the series. 
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Equally important, perhaps, is Professor William P. 
Trent’s William Gilmore Simms (1892). Simms was the most 
important man of letters in the South before the Civil War. 
Poet, novelist, editor, biographer, historian, and critic, he 
produced an enormous quantity of writing which is very 
uneven in quality. Professor Trent deals with Simms as he 
should be dealt with, as a hard-working man of letters who 
produced much more than he should have produced and, in 
so doing, relegated himself to a minor place in every field 
except that of the novel. Professor Trent was not unneces¬ 
sarily severe in his criticism, for he realized that here justice 
must be tempered with mercy. This is the only biography of 
Simms that has been written, and I doubt if it could be 
improved upon today. 

The later volumes in the “American Men of Letters” 
series are not so important as the earlier books and, in many 
cases, not so well done. The volumes on Taylor, Longfellow, 
Whittier, Whitman, Lowell, Parkman, and others are com¬ 
petent but by no means definitive. Edwin Mims’s Sidney 
Lanier (1905) differs from most of the volumes in this series 
in that it is largely biographical rather than critical. The 
author was justified in this course because very little was 
known about Lanier at this time. He has since become better 
known and has been given his proper standing as one of the 
major poets of our literature. Harry Thurston Peck per¬ 
formed a valuable service in his William H. Prescott, by 
tempering Ticknor’s panegyric with some well-considered 
though sympathetic criticism. 


3 

The first twenty years of the second half of the nineteenth 
century produced very few biographies of public men. In 
the first place the Civil War and its aftermath engaged the 
activities of nearly all men to the exclusion of everything 
else We have seen that some literary biographies were writ¬ 
ten in this period, but they were comparatively few. Most 
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of the elder statesmen had died before the Civil War; most 
of the political and military leaders were comparatively 
young men; there were few deaths among the really im¬ 
portant men and, consequently, few occasions for the con¬ 
ventional biographical memorial of the day. 

Campaign and military biographies are about the only 
forms of life-writing that were prevalent in this period. The 
campaign lives of Lincoln have been discussed in a separate 
chapter, and they formed the bulk of the campaign litera¬ 
ture in the election of i860.1 have found only two campaign 
lives of Douglas and none of either Breckenridge or Bell, the 
other presidential candidates. They were Southerners and 
their campaign literature was probably circulated only in 
the South. There was little campaign literature in the elec¬ 
tion of 1864. Some additional material on Lincoln appeared, 
and there were some lives of General George B. McClellan, 
the Democratic candidate. After Andrew Johnson became 
President several biographies of him were published, the 
best of which was John Savage’s Life of Andrew Johnson 
(1866). 

During the Civil War and for many years after it the coun¬ 
try was flooded with so-called “lives” of the heroes of the 
war. Practically every general officer in the Union Army 
was the subject of a “biography.” It was rarely anything but 
a panegyrical compilation published after a great victory or 
for the purpose of furthering the promotion of the subject 
of the book. Most of them are so ridiculous that they are 
amusing. None of them is worthy of serious consideration on 
any ground. The stream continued for at least twenty-five 
years after the war, and each book proves that its subject 
saved the Union, not once but many times. Many of the 
biographies are in two volumes, an extravagant waste of 
paper and ink. 

The Confederate biographies were not so numerous as 
those which poured, forth from the presses of the North. The 
South had neither the time nor the money to eulogize its 
commanders, and politics was a secondary consideration dur- 
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ing the war. Even after the war comparatively few biogra¬ 
phies of the Southern leaders were written for many years. 
The three principal figures in the South were Robert E. Lee, 
Thomas J. (Stonewall) Jackson, and Jefferson Davis. General 
Lee was the subject of several biographies. None of them is 
of any particular value, although John Esteen Cooke s A 
Life of Gen. Robert E. Lee (1871) is important for his de¬ 
tailed study of the years of the Civil War. The biographical 
value of the book is lessened by the lack of balance between 
the war years and the years before and after the war. There 
are four or five other books on Lee that have the same fault. 
Cooke also wrote a military biography of General Jackson, 
which appeared in 1863, shortly after the latter s death, and 
a campaign biography of Samuel J. Tilden in 1876. Jackson 
was the subject of numerous biographies, largely because he 
was the idol of the South and because of the tragedy of his 
death. (In the confusion of battle he was mortally wounded 


by his own men.) 

Jefferson Davis, as President of the Confederate States of 
America, was as much hated as he was admired, and the early 
biographies are about equally divided in their sympathies. 
None of them is of any particular consequence, but one at 
least is interesting because of the virulence of its attack on 
Davis in his official capacity. Edward A. Pollard’s Life of 
Jefferson Davis, with a Secret History of the Southern Con¬ 
federacy (1869) is a bitter attack on Davis and his conduct 
of the war. Pollard was a Richmond editor and a loyal 
Southerner; his attitude has been generally substantiated 
by modern historians and biographers of Davis. 

With the exception of Lincoln, U. S. Grant was the most 
famous man in the United States at the end of the Civil 
War. Aided by Sherman and Sheridan, he brought about 
the military defeat of the South, and he was acclaimed the 
great hero of the war. I have examined twenty-five lives o 
Grant written between 1864 and 1900 and, with a few ex- 
ceptiom. they are all panegyrics. Fourteen of the twenty five 
books were written as political propaganda dur.ng the cam- 
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paign of 1868. Most of them are no worse than the average 
campaign biography, but some are actually sickening in their 
cant and hypocrisy. If these books are true, U. S. Grant was 
born to free the slaves from bondage, and to lead the Re¬ 
publican party of 1868 to a victory ordained by God. If these 
books are true, General Grant combined all the virtues of 
Galahad and Chevalier Bayard, and was saved from whatever 
vices these two knights may have had. There is an occasional 
gleam of intelligence in the midst of this mass of partisan 
writing in such a book as A Personal History of Ulysses S. 
Grant . . . (1868), by Albert D. Richardson. This is the best 
of the campaign biographies, for it gives a well-balanced 
view of Grant’s early and private life as well as his public 
career. 

The period of General Grant’s Presidency, 1869-1877, 
was the center of the most scandalous era in American po¬ 
litical and public life. Graft, corruption, and betrayal of 
public trust were commonplaces of the day and, although 
President Grant was personally honest, he condoned the very 
worst offenses and protected some of the worst offenders. I 
mention these things because it has been necessary for biog¬ 
raphers to defend, condemn, or explain this phase of Grant’s 
administrations. Some of his biographers have defended an 
indefensible position; some have condemned him without 
mercy; others have tried to explain Grant and have not suc¬ 
ceeded. A characteristic defense of Grant is Frank A. Burr’s 
Original and Authentic Record of the Life and Deeds of 
General Ulysses S. Grant (1885). According to these “authen¬ 
tic records,’’ General Grant had a perfect and spotless career 
as general and President. It is difficult to understand how a 
book like this can be written unless under family super¬ 
vision. Lives of Grant continued to appear almost every 
year, but none contributed anything new to our knowledge 
of the man or to the literature of biography. The best of 
this group was Hamlin Garland’s Ulysses S. Grant: His Life 
and Character (1898). Garland, a popular novelist, became in¬ 
terested in the subject after he had been commissioned to 
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write a life of Grant. After considerable travel and independ¬ 
ent research, Mr. Garland produced a biography which at¬ 
tempted to present Grant as he really was. Had it not been 
for Garland's political bias favoring Grant, he would have 
been more successful with his portrait. He toned down the 
picture in several instances where the real truth should have 
been told. With all its faults. Garland’s biography is the best 
one written of him in the nineteenth century and perhaps in 
the twentieth. 

Every presidential campaign brought forth its quota of 
biographies of the leading candidates for the nominations 
and, later, of the two candidates for election. They are of 
value only in showing to what lengths politicians will go in 
order to win a national election. Little could be said about 
Hayes in 1876 because he was practically unknown, but 
William Dean Howells, the distinguished novelist, managed 
to write a campaign biography of Hayes which is far above 
the average. It added nothing to Mr. Howells' reputation as 
a man of letters, but it was a big improvement on his life of 
Lincoln and a welcome relief from the partisan doses that 
were and are administered every four years by the propa¬ 
gandists of the major political parties. 

General Garfield, the Republican candidate in 1880, was 
beautifully whitewashed in several campaign lives. James M. 
Bundy's Life of Gen. James A. Garfield (1880) had, for the 
title of its first chapter, Garfield’s Noble Ancestry. The chap¬ 
ter is a masterpiece of its kind and sets the tone for the rest 
of the book. The political hysteria that followed President 
Garfield's assassination is reflected in a number of books on 
him which were published later in 1881 and in 1882. 

The unsuccessful candidates of this period, Seymour 
(1868), Greeley (1872), Tilden (1876), and Hancock (1880), 
had their share of biographies, but they were less partisan 
and less fulsome in their praise, because the Democrats, hav¬ 
ing nothing to lose and everything to gain, confined them¬ 
selves to factual accounts of the lives and records of their 
candidates. The Democratic campaign documents were no 



1860-1900 59 

better than those of the Republicans; they were simply less 
vociferous. 

The presidential campaign of 1884 was one of the bitter¬ 
est political fights ever waged in the United States. It was 
a campaign of vituperation, personal slander, and political 
hypocrisy: it was worse than the campaigns of either 1828 
or 1928. Naturally the biographies expressed the mood of the 
campaign, and both sides were free with praise and blame. 
Cleveland was unknown nationally and had a perfect public 
record; Blaine had been in public life for nearly twenty 
years and had been involved in many of the scandals of what 
Mark Twain called the Gilded Age. The campaign lives, of 
course, were shaped to meet the exigencies of the time in 
each case. Nothing could save Blaine on election day, and he 
was defeated by a small majority. 

James Gillespie Blaine was one of the great political fig¬ 
ures of the last half of the nineteenth century. He was ex¬ 
tremely popular throughout the country, but circumstances, 
partly political and partly personal, prevented him from 
achieving the ambition of his life, the Presidency. There 
were at least a dozen biographies of Blaine published before 
1900, but not one of them attempted a truthful evaluation 
of the man who, like Henry Clay and W. J. Bryan, could 
carry audiences but not states. The most complete of the 
early lives of Blaine is Gail Hamilton’s Biography of James 
G. Blaine (1895). This book cannot be trusted because the 
author, a member of the family connection, presented only 
the “more smiling aspects” of a career that had in it many 
dark spots. Every other early life of Blaine errs in the same 
respect, and it is only within the last decade that Blaine has 
appeared as he really was. 

To complete the survey of the campaign literature of the 
period, it can be said that the lives of Harrison and those 
of Bryan and McKinley were in keeping with the tradition 
that had developed in political biography: say nothing in as 
many words as possible. 
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4 

Almost every generation rewrites the biographies of the 
important and famous men of the country. New material, 
new points of view, and a better perspective attract writers 
to the great figures of the past. Washington, Lincoln, Jack- 
son, Jefferson, Lafayette, Franklin, and many others were 
studied anew. In a few instances some improvement was 
made in method and style, but the majority of the biogra¬ 
phies of these men were characteristic of the period, a pane¬ 
gyrical retelling of their stories without the slightest attempt 
to present the individual as he was or to tell the whole story 
of the life and career of any of them. A half dozen biographies 
of Jefferson, three or four of Jackson and Lafayette, and a 
group of single biographies of Revolutionary figures are 
among the representative biographical writings of the pe¬ 
riod. The books on Jefferson, Jackson, and Lafayette are un¬ 
important, for they contribute nothing in material or 
method to biographical literature. 

Franklin is the most important figure, biographically 
speaking, in this period. Including Parton s biography, more 
than a dozen books on Franklin appeared between i860 and 
1900. Not all were biographies, but practically all used the 
biographical method in developing the many phases of 
Franklin’s career. The most important Franklin item was 
John Bigelow’s Life of Benjamin Franklin (1874). Published 
originally in three volumes, this book contains the first pub¬ 
lication of the Autobiography as written by Franklin and a 
very complete and excellent account of Franklin s life subse¬ 
quent to 1757, which is the date at which the Autobiography 
ends. Mr. Bigelow was a man of letters, and while Minister 
to France negotiated the purchase of Franklin s original 
manuscript from a French family in whose possession it had 
been for nearly three-quarters of a century. After careful 
collation and editing, it was published with Bigelow’s con¬ 
tinuation, setting a new standard in biographical editing 

and writing. 
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Among the later important books on Franklin are Paul L. 
Ford’s The Many-Sided Franklin (1899) and Sydney George 
Fisher’s The True Benjamin Franklin (1899). Ford’s book 
is a series of essays on various aspects of Franklin’s career, 
while Fisher’s is an attempt, in a single volume, to present 
Franklin as he really was. It is interpretive biography of a 
very high quality and is still one of the best biographies of 
Franklin that we have. It has all the virtues and none of 
the defects of modern interpretive biography. Ford’s book 
is not biography, but the brilliance of the individual essays 
gives it a place with the best that has been written on 
Franklin. 


5 

From the close of the Civil War to the end of the century 
we occasionally come upon scholarship or attempts at 
scholarship in biography. The materials for detailed study 
of the Colonial and Revolutionary figures were becoming 
accessible, and time had given a perspective which could be 
used to advantage. The formal, scholarly biography of the 
period was generally in two or three volumes, very stiff in 
style, weighted with voluminous letters and diary entries, 
and bristling with historical references. It was and is a monu¬ 
ment to both author and subject, even though the subject 
was frequently lost in the mazes of history and irrelevant 
correspondence. The biographies to be mentioned in this 
group by no means exhaust the list, but they illustrate the 
good and the bad in this class of biographical writing. 

The History of the Life and Times of James Madison 
(1859-1869), by William C. Rives, is a striking example of 
biographical scholarship carried to excess. The title indi¬ 
cates exactly the nature of the book; it is history and not 
biography. In the three huge volumes Madison appears occa¬ 
sionally, but he is so completely surrounded by history that 
his presence is hardly felt. This book belongs to that large 
group of which we talk a great deal but seldom read. Wil- 
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liam L. Stone’s Life and Times of Sir William Johnson, Bart. 
(1865) belongs in the same class although it is not quite so 
long, only two volumes, and the subject is more interesting 
to the average reader. Sir William Johnson was the feudal 
lord of central New York and one of the few men in Amer¬ 
ica in the eighteenth century who knew how to handle Indi¬ 
ans. He was the leader and adviser of the Five Nations for 
many years, and kept them on the side of the English. 

There are three other examples of this “monumental” 


type of biography that are worthy of mention because of 
the importance of their subjects. Each has three large vol¬ 
umes; each is indispensable to a study of its subjects; and 
each is much too long. The Life and Public Services of 
Samuel Adams (1865), by William V. Wells, is really a his¬ 
tory of the American colonies immediately before the open¬ 
ing of the Revolution, and of the famous Committee of 
Correspondence, organized and directed by the genius of Sam¬ 
uel Adams, rather than a biography of the famous agitator. 
The principal fault with this book, as with all biographies 
of the same type, is that it lacks proportion and balance. 
When we have finished a biography of this kind we may 
know a great deal about the history of the period in which 
the man flourished, but we know little or nothing about the 
man himself. The Life of Nathaniel Greene, Major-General 
in the Army of the Revolution (1867-1868) by his grandson, 
George W. Greene, is, in spite of its length, a fairly good 
biography. History is an essential complement to biography 
here because General Greene was one of the few great mili¬ 
tary strategists of the Revolutionary War and the greatest 
figure, always excepting Washington, to emerge from it. The 
book is too long, and it is partisan because of the relation of 
author and subject, and also because General Greene had 
been grossly neglected by early historians. He has since been 
given the position in our history which is rightfully his 
6 William W. Henry’s Patrick Henry: Life, Correspondence 
and Speeches (.89.) is a long and detailed account o the 
nublic life and career of the famous Virginian. The third 
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volume of this book is composed entirely of correspondence 
which should have been, if it was to be used at all, worked 
into the text of the biography. This inability to organize and 
master material is one of the great faults of biographical 
writing when it is attempted by inexperienced people. The 
very sympathetic tone of the book is explained by the fact 
that W. W. Henry was Patrick Henry’s grandson. 

6 

In 1879 Henry Adams began a great career as historian and 
biographer with the publication of the Life of Albert Gal¬ 
latin. Adams had been interested in the early history of the 
United States, the financial history in particular, and his se¬ 
lection of Gallatin as the subject of a biography was quite 
natural. The famous Swiss was one of the greatest financiers 
and statesmen that America has produced, and his career 
gave Adams an opportunity to develop his ideas on the early 
history of our country, ideas which later grew into the classic 
History of the United States during the Administrations of 
Jefferson and Madison. The Life of Albert Gallatin is a very 
long personal, political, and historical biography. Even though 
it was Adams’ first published book, it has the individualized 
style, the cultured background, and the somewhat ironical 
tone that characterized all of Adams’ writings. If there is a 
serious fault in the book, it is its inordinate length, and that 
can be explained on two grounds: Gallatin’s career was ex¬ 
tremely full and varied, and Adams’ interest in the man and 
the period was intense. Even though there is a great deal of 
finance, politics, and history in the book, one never loses 
sight of Gallatin. There is no question but that the book 
would be better if it were shorter, but Adams had not yet 
acquired that mastery of materials which was to make him 
one of the outstanding American historians. We are more 
than thankful to come upon this finished biographical work 
m the midst of a host of unorganized, undigested, uninter¬ 
esting books miscalled biographies. 
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Benedict Arnold’s name has been and still is synonymous 
with the word “treason.” For almost a century he was con¬ 
demned without a hearing as the arch traitor, a worthy associ¬ 
ate of Judas Iscariot. We have always allowed our emotions 
to rule our judgments in public affairs, particularly where 
our patriotism has been concerned. Few winters even men¬ 
tioned Arnold, and those who did, such as Jared Sparks, 
simply heightened the treasonable act and neglected to say 
much about his earlier career. Isaac N. Arnold in his Life of 
Benedict Arnold: Jus Patriotism and his Treason (1880) tried 
to present a more balanced picture of Arnold; he tried to 
write a biography and not an indictment. Although the au¬ 
thor was a collateral descendant of Benedict Arnold, he tried 
to steer a middle course in his biography and he was fairly 
successful. The book is primarily a military biography with 
a discussion rather than a narrative of the treason and the 
events which followed it. Isaac Arnold was the first historian 
or biographer who made Peggy Shippen, Arnold’s wife, a 
party to, or, at least, one of the reasons for, the treason. He 
had very little material on which to base this accusation, but 
he made out a plausible case against Mrs. Arnold, a case 
which has been greatly strengthened by later historians and 
biographers. This is not a good biography, but it is a com¬ 
petent book and looks toward a more intelligent and less 
hysterical treatment of some of the principal men and events 


in our history. . , . . 

The men of the Revolution were being revived in increas¬ 
ing numbers as the nineteenth century advanced. Charles J. 
Stale's Life and Times of John Dickinson (1891) is histori¬ 
cally important, but it is not good biography. Dickinson was 
one of the most prominent figures in Pennsylvania before, 
during, and after the Revolution. He was a member of the 
Continental Congress and the author of Letters of a 
vama Farmer, and. although he refused to srgn the Dedam- 
tion, was a staunch upholder of colonial rights. Still* s b<K>k 
mi „ht have been much better, had it been better organized 
As“so often happens, he was overwhelmed by his matena 
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and produced a characteristic “life and times” which is 
neither one nor the other. 

The last decade of the nineteenth century is particularly 
rich in biographical records of some of the famous men of 
the Revolutionary and early national periods. Most of these 
books are rather dull and commonplace accounts, filled out 
with letters, diaries, and state papers. They are important 
but uninteresting, and the usual method is that of the formal 
“life and letters” or “life and times” type. Among these 
biographies the best are the Life of Paul Revere (1891) by El- 
dridge H. Goss; Life of Gen. George Rogers Clark . . . 
(1896); Life of George Mason (1892), and Life of Charles 
Carroll of Carrollton (1898) by Kate Mason Rowland. These 
lives are all in two volumes and all are heavily documented. 
Mrs. Rowland’s books on her kinsman, George Mason, and 
on Charles Carroll of Carrollton are more personal and bet¬ 
ter examples of biographic art than are the others. H. C. Mer- 
wins Aaron Burr (1899) a competent but uninspired study 
of one of the most romantic figures in our history. Alexander 
Hamilton was the subject of three biographies in this decade, 
all of which are conventional in method, Federalistic in point 
of view, and somewhat eulogistic in tone. Hamilton was a 
great man but not quite so important as some of his biogra¬ 
phers would have us believe. 

As a biography and as a historical document the Life of 
Thomas Paine (1892), by Moncure D. Conway, is a very 
valuable book. It is the first life of Paine which treats him 
justly and gives him his proper position as the one man whose 
personality and writings forced the issue of the American 
Revolution. His pamphlet, Common Sense, and his later 
essays aroused, inspired, and maintained the spirit of revolt 
in the colonies as nothing else did or could. Paine’s later 
writings, The Rights of Man and the Age of Reason, were 
inspired by the French Revolution, into which Paine plunged 
as he had plunged into the American Revolution. Conway 
placed the man and his writings on a plane where they be¬ 
long, among the greatest instruments of political and religious 
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liberty that the world has seen. This biography is not easy 
reading, but in form and content it will take its place among 
the best of the century. 

Equal in importance and superior as biographical litera¬ 
ture is Christopher Columbus . . . (1891), by Justin Win- 
sor. This is the most complete account of Columbus that we 
have, and it is a brilliant example of what historical bi¬ 
ography can be in the hands of an expert. There is an almost 
ideal blending of history and biography. 

7 

The biographies of contemporaries of the period under 
discussion (1860-1900) are generally better in form and con¬ 
tent than those of the preceding period. They are complete 
and correct, even though somewhat stiff and formal. The 
one great fault common to almost all of them is prejudice in 
favor of the subject, with the tendency to omit or distort 
facts which might reflect on the man whose life was being 
written. It was and is natural for a biographer to be sympa¬ 
thetic toward his subject, but when he chooses only those 
facts which will enhance the reputation of his hero and 
deliberately conceals others, then he is being untruthful. 
This method was the rule rather than the exception in the 
nineteenth century, with the result that few of the lives of 
the public men of this period can be accepted without reserva¬ 
tion. If one is to judge these biographies, one must know 
something of the history of the United States in the nine¬ 
teenth century. 

Daniel Webster was the subject of at least six biographies 
between the date of his death (1852) and the end of the 
century. By far the most important of these was the Life of 
Daniel Webster (1870), by George Ticknor Curtis, Webster’s 
literary executor. Curtis was a journalist, editor, and essayist, 
and was eminently capable of writing the authorized biogra¬ 
phy of Webster. The book is long and detailed and, while it 
mav be heavy and somewhat dull, is historically important 
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and the basis of all later books on Webster. Biographers of 
the great of the nineteenth century seem to have been over¬ 
awed by their subjects; they lost their usual style, their sense 
of perspective and, in many instances, their literary judg¬ 
ment. Curtis fared no better than many men of less literary 
prominence, and he left us an honest but somewhat preju¬ 
diced and uninteresting book. The other lives of Webster 
were either partisan defenses or very romantic and popular 
treatments of the man. 

In the same class with Curtis’ Webster is Samuel Tyler’s 
Memoir of Roger Brooke Taney, Chief Justice of the Su¬ 
preme Court of the United States (1872). An authorized 
biography, this book is complete but lacks any spark of in¬ 
spiration, literary style, or interest. The facts are there, but 
it is a task to get through the book. Jacob W. Schucker’s Life 
and Public Services of Salmon Portland Chase (1874), and 
Robert B. Wardens Private Life and Public Services of 
Salmon P. Chase (1874) are equally dull and partisan. We 
could name dozens of biographies of the last thirty years of 
the century which fall into the same group as those we have 
mentioned, but an enumeration of them would add nothing 
to the story of the development of American biography. 

Among the major public figures of the nineteenth century 
was Charles Sumner, one of the most violent of the radical 
group in Congress during the Reconstruction Era. A member 
of an old Massachusetts family, a Harvard graduate, a man 
of learning and culture, Sumner was a fanatic on the ques¬ 
tion of slavery and, later, the political freedom of the Negro. 
He was a rabid Republican, and destroyed himself politically 
and physically for the party which eventually repudiated 
him. Personally honest, he not only condoned but com¬ 
mended the crimes committed by the carpetbaggers and 
scalawags in the South after the Civil War. I have tried to 
outline something of the man’s character in order that the 
difficulties confronting his biographers may be understood. 
As a matter of fact, his principal biographers sidestepped the 
difficulties by omitting all facts and inferences that might ad- 
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versely affect the character of their hero. The nature of Elias 
Nason’s Life and Times of Charles Sumner (1874) can be 
best explained by a quotation from his preface: “The design 
of this work is to set forth in distinct relief the life, character, 
and public career of an accomplished scholar, an incorrupti¬ 
ble statesman, and an eminent and eloquent defender of 
human freedom.” This book was published in the year of 
Sumner’s death, and probably it had his approval. Edward L. 
Pierce’s Memoir and Letters of Charles Sumner (1878-1894) 
is a collection and compilation of almost everything that 
Sumner ever said or wrote. It is a source book rather than a 
biography; it is extremely partisan; and it is almost formless. 
Later biographies of Sumner have added nothing to our 
knowledge or understanding of the man. He had one of the 
most complex characters of any man in American public life, 
a character that requires not only industry but knowledge 
and genius for its proper interpretation. 

8 

Henry Cabot Lodge began his public literary career in 
1878 with the publication of a biography of his great¬ 
grandfather, George Cabot. The Life and Letters of George 
Cabot is a long and apparently complete biography of an 
important figure in the early history of the United States 
and the Federalist party. Allowing for the party prejudice 
with which Senator Cabot was bom and which was intensi¬ 
fied with the years, this book is a good piece of work coming 
from a young man of twenty-eight. 

In 1883, George Ticknor Curtis published the Life of 
James Buchanan. This biography has all the good and bad 
qualities of the author’s Webster except that it is not quite 
so long and is a little more impersonal. In 1885 appeared an¬ 
other of those "monumental" works, William Lloyd Garri¬ 
son, 1803-1879, by Wendell Phillips Garrison and Francis 
Jackson Garrison. Nothing was omitted from these four large 
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volumes that had to do with Garrison’s public life, and the 
whole of his adult life was public, very public. The man who 
was the heart and soul of the abolition movement in the 
North before the Civil War and whose paper, The Liberator, 
kept the agitation at a white heat among a sincere if small 
group of reformers is an almost ideal subject for a biography, 
but here, as in so many other instances, the compilers or 
editors were not able to master their material, so they printed 
the whole mass. The definitive biography of Garrison is yet 
to be written. Another reformer and fanatic had his life 
eulogized by F. B. Sanborn in Captain John Brown, IJfe and 
Letters (1891). This again is a compilation from a favorable 
point of view without any attempt at interpretation or even 
explanation. Most of these nineteenth-century biographical 
studies merely collected the material for later genuine biogra¬ 
phies. 

The presidential campaign of 1876 was the most dramatic 
of all our national elections, including that of 1932. The 
Republicans had been repudiated in the biennial election of 
1874; there was general unrest in the country as a result of 
the panic of 1873; and the South was beginning to recover 
from the effects of the war and reconstruction. Neither party 
was able to nominate a popular candidate. Hayes was a com¬ 
promise candidate after the convention was deadlocked be¬ 
tween Grant and Blaine; Tilden was nominated by the 
Democrats because of his record as breaker of the Tweed 
Ring in New York City and as governor of New York state. 
Some mention has been made of the biographies of Hayes; 
in 1895 John Bigelow, the editor of Franklin’s Autobiogra¬ 
phy, and former minister to France, published the authorized 
biography of Samuel Tilden. It is an excellent partisan 
biography; Bigelow was by this time an experienced biogra¬ 
pher, and he made good use of the great mass of papers which 
Tilden had left. The book cannot be said to be extremely 
interesting, but it strikes a high note in political biography 
for its fundamental honesty. Bigelow’s account of Tilden’s 
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election to the Presidency, and the momentous events which 
followed, is an almost inspired piece of w'riting, particularly 
for this period. 

Miss Ida Tarbell had had some experience as a biographer 
before she wrote her Life of Lincoln (1900). She had acquired 
this experience in biographical writing from several earlier 
and shorter lives, including studies of Napoleon and Madame 
Roland. The life of Napoleon is a popular treatment of this 
apparently inexhaustible subject and the life of Madame 
Roland is an idealized study of one of the most famous 
women of the French Revolution. In 1896-1897 Professor 
William M. Sloane published his great Life of Napoleon 
Bonaparte in four volumes. I think that this biography is the 
best account of Napoleon that has been written by an Ameri¬ 
can, and one of the best in the entire field of Napoleonic 
literature. It is largely historical and military, and the style 
is formal if not stiff, but these things are to be expected in a 
nineteenth-century life of Napoleon by a man who was es¬ 
sentially a scholar rather than a writer. Captain Alfred T. 
Mahan’s Life of Nelson, the Embodiment of the Sea Power 
of Great Britain (1897) seems almost a complement of Pro¬ 
fessor Sloane’s Napoleon in that Nelson is the only English¬ 
man in the Napoleonic wars that can approach Napoleon as 
a romantic figure and as a military genius. Nelson was as 
great a sea strategist as Napoleon was a land strategist. 

The last half of the nineteenth century was, as has been 
pointed out, a period of hero worship, smug propriety, and 
biographical white washing. Not all biographers followed this 
trend, but the great majority did; those that did not, wrote 
or compiled books that are more remarkable for their omis¬ 
sions than for their contents. Some of the early divines and 
early leaders of New England were studied at this time with 
varying degrees of success. Robert C. Winthrop edited the 
Life and Letters of John Winthrop (1864). Mr. Winthrop 
made no effort to write a biography of his famous ancestor; 
he merely compiled a biographical record from letters and 
from the famous diary, known as the History of Plymouth 



1860-1900 7 1 

Plantation. There is some information in the compilation, 
but little interest. John Ward Dean published two memoirs 
of early New England ministers and writers: A Memoir of the 
Rev. Nathanial Ward, A.M., Author of the 'Simple Cobbler 
of Agawam in America’ . . . (1868) and a Memoir of the 
Rev. Michael Wigglesworth, Author of the 'Day of Doom’ 
(1871). I have not read either of these books, but they are 
said to be competent accounts of two of the most famous 
writers in colonial America. 

There was a considerable interest taken in the Mathers, 
particularly Cotton Mather, during the nineteenth century. 
Cotton Mather’s Magnalia Christi Americana (1702) was re¬ 
printed in 1820 and 1855. The edition of 1855 has a very 
inadequate memoir of Cotton Mather by Samuel G. Drake. 
In 1870, Delano A. Goddard published The Mathers (Cotton 
and Increase) weighed in the balance . . . and found not 
wanting. The title exactly indicates the nature and tone of 
the book. The first important life of Cotton Mather was 
Barrett Wendell’s Cotton Mather: Puritan Priest (1891). 
Wendell was a descendant of some of the earliest New Eng¬ 
land settlers, an aristocrat by nature as well as by birth, and a 
defender of the old order in Massachusetts. This biography 
is a most sympathetic study; in fact it is a defense of Cotton 
Mather’s life and writings. In this respect it is bad biography 
because the author started with a prejudiced point of view. 
Where he is unable to defend his subject he apologizes for 
him, and that is worse than a sturdy defense. Cotton Mather: 
Puritan Priest is well worth reading, but it can be accepted 
only with reservations. A. P. Marvin’s Life and Times of 
Cotton Mather; or a Boston Minister of Two Centuries Ago, 
1663-1728 (1892) is a long factual account of Mather’s ca¬ 
reer, with a good historical and social background. 

Roger Williams was the subject of a number of biographies 
in the nineteenth century, the best of which is Roger Wil¬ 
liams, the Pioneer of Religious Liberty (1894), by Oscar 
Strauss. This excellent account of Williams’ stormy life and 
career emphasizes his great contribution to religious liberty 
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in America. Williams believed in complete separation of 
church and state, and the right of every man to worship 
God according to the dictates of his own conscience. He was 
even tolerant toward Catholics and Jews, a position un¬ 
precedented in colonial America and one which probably 
attracted Mr. Strauss, a Jew, to the study of the life of the 
first great liberal in the United States. 

Jonathan Edwards is one of the greatest ecclesiastical, 
philosophical, and literary figures in American history. He 
may be termed the last of the Puritans in that he was the last 
great minister who preached the literal doctrine of Calvin 
and the Old Testament. The best biography of him that we 
have is Jonathan Edwards (1889), by A. V. G. Allen. This is 
an excellent critical biography which portrays Edwards the 
man, as well as Edwards the minister and philosopher. 

There is a great mass of ecclesiastical biography in this 
period, but the vast majority of it is of the pious or family 
type, written or compiled for the purpose of edification alone. 
There are, however, a few books in this group worthy of 
mention because of the importance of their subjects rather 
than for any value the books have as biographies. Octavius B. 
Frothingham’s Theodore Parker: A Biography (1874) is a 
long and detailed account of the famous Unitarian clergyman 
and scholar. The author had excellent source material which 
he failed to use well; the result is a book which is badly 
organized and which fails to give us such a picture of Parker 
as we might have had from the hands of a competent biogra¬ 
pher. The same charge may be brought against John Gilmary 
Shea’s Life and Times of the Most Reverend John Carroll, 
Bishop and first Archbishop of Baltimore (1888). This book 
is the second volume of Shea s History of the Catholic Church 
in America; it is historical biography, and the subject is 
frequently lost in the history. 

Joseph Smith, the founder of Mormonism, and Henry Ward 
Beecher, the famous minister and orator, were among the 
best-known figures in American religious life in the nine¬ 
teenth century. Smith and his successor, Brigham Young, 
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were the subjects of numerous biographies and studies, but 
without exception the books were written by either friends 
or enemies of the Mormons; consequently they are neither 
truthful nor valuable as biographies. Beecher was as much 
a figure of controversy as were Smith and Young. He was 
either idolized or hated; neither point of view makes for good 
biography. The favorable side is best represented by A Bi¬ 
ography of Henry Ward Beecher (1888), by William C. 
Beecher and the Reverend Samuel Scoville. It is, of course, a 
family biography but it is fairly complete as to facts; the 
interpretation of those facts must be made by the individual 
reader. The unfavorable lives are negligible from any point 
of view. 


9 

James Parton can be rightly termed the first professional 
biographer in America. Jared Sparks was primarily a histo¬ 
rian, and Washington Irving was much better known as a 
writer of tales than as a biographer. Parton wrote biography, 
either individual or collective, for more than thirty years. 

James Parton was born in England in 1821 and was 
brought to this country at the age of five. The family settled 
in White Plains, New York,.and Parton was educated there. 
As a young man he taught school for some time and then 
turned to journalism, apparently as a ? career. Horace Greeley 
was one of the great figures in American journalism of the 
period, and Parton believed that his life and career would 
make a good biography. This book, his first, appeared in 
1855 as The Life of Horace Greeley, Editor of the New 
York Tribune. It is a typical biography of the period and 
shows no indication of what Parton was to do in the future. 
It must have been popular, for the third edition (1872) was 
much enlarged and revised. It was published, however, before 
Greeley was nominated for the Presidency. Some years after 
he great editor’s death, Parton published the complete bi- 
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In the same year that the Greeley was published, Parton 
wrote a group of short lives which appeared under the title, 
Captains of Industry. This book contains sketches of the 
principal rich men of the country who, in Parton’s opinion, 
had done more than merely accumulate money; it indicates 
that Parton’s social and political ideas had been formed by 
this time. 

In 1858 Parton published his first major work in biogra¬ 
phy, The Life and Times of Aaron Burr. Up to this time 
Burr had been considered almost as much of a traitor as 
Benedict Arnold, and those who had written about him re¬ 
fused to give him the credit that was his by right of his serv¬ 
ices as one of the most daring and distinguished officers in 
the Revolutionary War. It was Parton’s purpose to present 
a fair study of Burr’s life as a whole and not merely that part 
which followed his retirement, as Vice-President of the 
United States, in 1804. This is the first biography in which 
Parton used the method that was to make him the outstand¬ 
ing biographer of the later nineteenth century. In the preface 
he tells us that he read all that had been written on Burr, and 
examined original documents, wherever possible, before he 
began to write. It was interest in Burr that prompted Parton 
to begin the work, but he did not allow his interest to color 
his judgment. He neither excuses nor defends Burr; he 
merely tells the story of his life and tries to explain his ac¬ 
tions by showing the kind of man he was. The question of 
Burr’s treason to the United States has never been definitely 
settled. It is a matter of opinion whether or not he intended 
to set up an independent empire in the Southwest. This and 
the many other adventures in Burr’s long life Parton treats 
as honestly as possible. As we shall see from the subjects of 
his biographies, Parton was a strong Democrat, and his 
sympathies naturally leaned toward the famous men of that 
party, particularly those who had not, in his estimation, been 
given their proper places in the history of the United States. 
The second edition of this biography, published in two 
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volumes in 1872, contains considerable additional material 
in the appendices. 

The publication of the Life of Andrew Jackson (i860) is 
the high point of Parton’s career as a biographer. If such a 
thing is possible, James Par ton was both a Jeffersonian and 
a Jacksonian Democrat. Jackson practised that which Jeffer¬ 
son preached so brilliantly. Jackson not only represented 
the “common people”; he was born and bred among them. 
At the same time, no man of his day was a more complete 
aristocrat than this same Andrew Jackson, even though he 
was of the frontier variety. He was not only an aristocrat, he 
was an autocrat whose word was law, and who enforced that 
law with the power twice given to him by the “common 
people.” 

The three volumes of Parton’s biography tell the complete 
story of the man whom I have tried to characterize in a few 
sentences. From his birth in 1769 until his death in 1845, 
Andrew Jackson was constantly fighting somebody or some¬ 
thing in defense of his personal honor (he was unusually 
sensitive even for his day), his country, or the principles for 
which he stood. Parton details almost every act of Jackson’s 
life; he goes into the history of the Revolutionary and the 
Creek War, the War of 1812, the Seminole War and the 
acquisition of Florida from Spain, but we never lose sight of 
Andrew Jackson. His life between 1820 and 1845 is as 
minutely chronicled as is his early life. His campaigns for 
the Presidency and his two administrations are described as 
carefully and as well as his military campaigns. Parton visited 
every spot which played a part in Jackson’s life; he examined 
his papers and the official archives at Washington; he mas¬ 
tered every source which would enable him to understand 
Andrew Jackson. It would be foolish to say that Parton 
wrote an impartial biography of Jackson. He had no inten¬ 
tion of doing that; he intended to find the man who, in 
reality, lay somewhere between the eulogy of his friends and 
the invective of his enemies. He did find him and he recorded 
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his findings as honestly as he could in the light of his sympa¬ 
thy for the man and his adherence to his political doctrines. 

In spite of its length and detail, this is not a “life and 
times” book. Jackson is always in the foreground, and all 
other matters are discussed only insofar as they affect Jack¬ 
son’s life. Some may say that the book is too long; if we con¬ 
sider the diversity and richness of Jackson’s life, that 
objection will be removed. Furthermore, it is written in the 
full and leisurely manner of the period. Readers in those 
days did not want to have their fiction, history, or biography 
condensed or digested for them; they were capable of digest¬ 
ing it for themselves. 

Mention has been made of a number of lives of Jackson 
written before Parton’s; others will be discussed in a future 
chapter. Parton’s Life of Andrew Jackson is the primary 
source of all later books on Jackson, and I believe that it has 
not yet been superseded. It is one of the best biographies 
written in America in the nineteenth century. 

Parton’s biography of Jackson must have been a success, 
for he continued to publish long biographies along with the 
collective biographies which he seems to have written for 
popular consumption. His volumes of short lives were gener¬ 
ally published by subscription publishers in Hartford, Con¬ 
necticut; his larger biographies bear the imprint of some of 
the principal publishing houses in New York and Boston. 

His second large work was the Life and Times of Benjamin 
Franklin (1864). This biography of Franklin, in two volumes, 
is a long and detailed account of the most famous and versa¬ 
tile American of the eighteenth century. Parton emphasized 
both the fame and the versatility; he was among the first of 
Franklin’s biographers to give the proper importance to the 
latter s career as philosopher, scientist, and statesman. As the 
date indicates, Parton did not have the complete Auto¬ 
biography at his disposal, but he made extensive researches 
into Franklin’s later life, and his book is the best book on 
Franklin up to that time. It is interesting, well written, 
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sympathetic in tone without being eulogistic. Parton always 
tried to find the man behind the legend. 

In 1865 appeared the Life of John Jacob Astor. . . . This 
is, it seems, the first biography of Astor, and it is a very un¬ 
favorable one. Parton condemns Astor and his whole class 
because they accumulated fortunes through love of money 
alone and not with any intention of helping those less fortu¬ 
nate than they. One wonders if Parton would approve of the 
disposition of the Carnegie, Rockefeller, and other great 
fortunes of the present day. He would, at least, have written 
better lives of some of the architects of great fortunes than 
those that have appeared lately. 

Famous Americans of Recent Times (1867) is Parton’s best 
volume of collective biography. It contains biographical and 
character studies of the principal statesmen, financiers, and 
public men of the middle nineteenth century. Parton was 
interested primarily in the lives of his subjects but, in the 
course of a biography, whether long or short, he managed to 
analyze the individual s character or to explain the man 
through his acts. In 1869 he published two more popular 
collections, People s Book of Biography; or Short Lives of 
the Most Interesting Persons of All Ages and Countries and 
Eminent Women of the Age; being Narratives of the Lives 
and Deeds of the Most Prominent Women of the Present 
Generation. There is no doubt that these books were com¬ 
piled to be sold by subscription agents throughout the coun¬ 
try. They were intended to “edify and instruct as well as 
amuse. Neither has any claim to distinction unless it be that 
of diversity. The People s Book of Biography contains eighty 
sketches ranging from Jeanne d’Arc and Copernicus to Lord 
Byron and Father Matthew. Sketches of Men of Progress 

(1870) belongs to the same category as the volumes men¬ 
tioned above. 

It is natural that a biographer of Jackson should turn to 
the founder of democratic theory in America, Thomas Jef¬ 
ferson. Parton firmly believed in the political theories of 
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Jefferson; consequently, he was able to write a sincere bi¬ 
ography. The Life of Thomas Jefferson (1874) may not all be 
true, but Parton believed it, and his honesty rings through 
the book. This life of Jefferson is very long, although not 
quite so long as that of Jackson. Jefferson had a comparatively 
quiet life; he did not serve in the Revolutionary War, and 
he was not a frontiersman. His life was spent in the midst of 
national politics and international diplomacy. We have no 
more complete biography of Jefferson than this and, allowing 
Parton the privilege of his political principles, none that is 
much better. 

In his last single subject Parton followed, perhaps, lines 
that opened themselves while he was writing his life of Jef¬ 
ferson. The Life of Voltaire (1881) is one of the most inter¬ 
esting as well as one of the longest of Parton’s biographies. 
A passage from the preface will explain Parton s purpose 
in writing the book: “I attempt in these volumes to exhibit 
to the American people the most extraordinary of French¬ 
men, and one of the most extraordinary of human beings. 
There is no evidence that Parton ever visited Europe, so he 
must have obtained the material for this book from secondary 
sources. After all, Voltaire’s life is written in his long list of 
histories, biographies, dramas, and poems, and there were 
numerous lives of him published before Parton s time. At all 
events, he wrote a good, straightforward biography of the 
great French sceptic which must have accomplished a great 
deal in introducing French ideas of intellectual and personal 
liberty to Americans. 

Parton’s last published volumes were again of a popular 
nature and were composed of short sketches. In his long 
biographies he set a standard of scholarship that has not been 
excelled. His recourse to sources, his balanced judgments, his 
efforts to be interesting without sacrificing truth, stamp him 
as one of the most important biographers in America. He 
was not a master of English prose, he was not a trained 
scholar or historian, he was not an impartial judge, but he 
wrote well, he had a genius for research, and he never con- 
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sciously allowed his political or personal prejudices to warp 
his judgment as a biographer. We could do very nicely with 
a few Partons today. 

There were numerous other writers in America at this 
time who published many books of a biographical nature. 
Mrs. S. K. Bolton was a voluminous writer who turned out 
such books as Lives of Girls Who Became Famous, Lives of 
Poor Boys Who Became Famous. Samuel G. Goodrich pro¬ 
duced more than a dozen books of exactly the same type as 
those written by Mrs. Bolton. Various religious and social 
organizations continued the publication of biographical 
tracts which had been started in the early nineteenth century. 
Their purpose was to instill morality and patriotism into 
“young America.” They were not concerned about either 
style or method in their biographies. 

10 

The American Statesmen” Series was the most important 
group of political biographies published in America in the 
nineteenth century. Under the general editorship of John T. 
Morse, Jr., the series included practically every man of im¬ 
portance as a statesman up to the Civil War. The standard 
edition is in thirty-one volumes with twenty-eight subjects. 
A second series was started, but seems to have been discon¬ 
tinued after the ninth volume. 

The purpose of the series was to present the public careers 
of the subjects chosen. In general this purpose was adhered 
to, although there is considerable diversity in treatment. In 
most instances the editor was particularly fortunate in his 
choice of authors. The editor wrote the biographies of John 
Adams, John Quincy Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and Abra¬ 
ham Lincoln. Each is an excellent piece of work, considering 
the limitation of space at the author’s disposal. Each life was 
supposed to be confined to one duo decimo volume, but in 
the cases of Washington, Lincoln, and Clay two were pub¬ 
lished. Even with two volumes Mr. Morse and Senator Lodge 
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were compelled to compress their material on Lincoln and 
Washington; Carl Schurz’s Henry Clay is longer than neces¬ 
sary. 

It is both unnecessary and impossible to consider each of 
the lives in this series, but a word or two will be said about 
some of them. In addition to George Washington, Senator 
Lodge wrote Alexander'Hamilton and Daniel Webster. The 
Washington biography, which is the best of the three, is dis¬ 
cussed in the chapter on Washington. The other two are 
good political biographies written from the Federalist or 
modern Republican point of view. Alexander Hamilton is 
particularly partisan for the reason that Lodge was an in¬ 
tellectual and social as well as a political descendant of Ham¬ 
ilton. The Webster biography is more impersonal and, in a 
sense, more human. 

Theodore Roosevelt wrote two of the volumes in this 
series, Thomas Hart Benton and Gouverneur Morns. Both 
were written when Roosevelt was a young man, and reflect 
his enthusiasms and the wide range of his knowledge. The 
book on Benton is a particularly sympathetic account of one 
of the great figures in Congress in the early nineteenth 
century. Benton represented Missouri in the Senate for many 
years, and he was a staunch defender of the frontiersman and 
the western expansion of the United States. As a young man, 
Roosevelt had spent a good deal of time in the West, and he 
was in a position to understand Benton's point of view. The 
biography of Morris differs very much from Benton’s life. 
Roosevelt did not admire Morris particularly, but he pre¬ 
sented a fair account of the man, giving credit where credit 
was due. Morris was one of the prominent politicians and 
diplomats during and after the Revolution. He was an ex¬ 
treme Federalist, a reactionary in fact, and Roosevelt, a^ 
though a nominal Republican, never favored this wing of 
his party. Consequently, he was unable to understand Moms 
as well as he understood Benton. Both books are well written 
with that particular zest for life that is in everything that 
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Roosevelt wrote. We may not agree with the judgments, but 
they are at least stimulating. 

Most of the volumes in this series are purely political in 
material and tone; that was their purpose, and the authors 
seldom attempted to present the man. Consequently Profes¬ 
sor Moses C. Tyler’s Patrick Henry, Daniel C. Gilman’s 
James Monroe, and Professor William G. Sumner’s Andrew 
Jackson as a Public Man stand out very prominently. In each 
case the author tried to infuse his book with the personality 
as well as the fame of his subject, and in each case he was 
successful within the limitations of space at his disposal. The 
best of the three is Professor Sumner’s Jackson. While the 
book is mainly political and historical, we get a fair idea of 
the sort of man Jackson was in his later years and, what is 
even more important, the author points out what he con¬ 
ceives to have been the evils of Jackson’s administrations. 
This is the first attempt at a fair criticism of Jackson and his 
administrations that we have. Parton intended to be critical, 
but his admiration for the man sometimes overbalanced his 
judgment of the executive. 

The most personal of all these biographies are Allan B. 
Magruder’s John Marshall and Henry Adams’ John Ran¬ 
dolph. Magruder s book on Marshall reflects the personality 
of the subject to an extent unusual in this series, and for this 
reason is one of the best biographies of the group. Henry 
Adams was an unfortunate choice as the biographer of John 
Randolph. Randolph was one of the strangest and most ec¬ 
centric characters in American history. With an intellect bril¬ 
liant but warped, with a power of oratdry second to none in 
his day, with an unassailable social position and an utter 
contempt for most of his fellow-men, John Randolph of 
Roanoke was the terror of Congress for nearly half a century 
He made himself the personal and political enemy of John 
Adams and John Quincy Adams, among many others. It was 
only natural that the son and grandson should welcome the 
opportunity to exhibit the brilliance of his irony on this 
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really unfortunate man. Adams’ book is cruel because it lays 
bare the idiosyncrasies of one who was not always master of 
himself. It is the essence of the concentrated spleen of three 
generations of Adamses who are as famous for their hatreds 
as for their intellects. 

The other volumes in this series are, for the most part, 
competent studies of their subjects. Among those to which 
particular exception may be taken are Moorfield Storey’s 
Charles Sumner and Samuel W. McCall s Thaddeus Stevens. 
Moorfield Storey was a prominent liberal of the later nine¬ 
teenth and early twentieth centuries. He could not write a 
critical biography of Sumner without condemning the Sena¬ 
tor from Massachusetts for his utter contempt of law and 
justice during the Reconstruction Era; therefore, he wrote 
a eulogy on Sumner’s personal character, which he could 
honestly do, rather than a biography. McCall makes an open 
defense of Thaddeus Stevens for his part in the Reconstruc¬ 
tion Era, a part much less defensible than Sumner’s, for 
Stevens used his power for purely political purposes, while 
Sumner’s fanaticism over the question of equal political 
rights for the southern Negro was the dominant factor in his 

actions. 

The unfinished new series of American Statesmen included 
biographies of James G. Blaine, General Grant, John Hay, 
and William McKinley. Louis A. Coolidge’s Ulysses S. Grant 
is a narrative account of Grant’s life, with emphasis on his 
public career. Mr. Coolidge tried very hard to make a states¬ 
man out of Grant, but the material was lacking. The book is 
not intentionally dishonest, but it certainly leaves a wrong 
impression concerning the success of Grant’s administrations. 
A good and fair biography of General Grant remains to be 
written. Coolidge’s biography was published in 1917, but it is 
considered here because it should have been a part of the 


original series. 

This series seems to have inspired a number of other simi¬ 
lar publishing ventures. In the last decade of the nineteenth 
century and the early part of the twentieth, numerous collec 
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tions of short biographies appeared. Among them were the 
“American Crisis Biographies,” a series concerned with the 
men who were identified with slavery before the Civil War, 
and the principal statesmen of the war and reconstruction 
period. Other series were “American Worthies,” “American 
Men of Progress,” “Men of Achievement,” “Great Com¬ 
manders” (military and naval biographies), and the “Beacon 
Biographies. The “Beacon Biographies” are particularly 
valuable for facts; they are very small and make no attempt 
at interpretation or criticism. 

These series and others which we have not mentioned 
added little to the literature of biography. They were not 
intended to be complete lives; they were largely uncritical; 
and they were small in form. The majority w r ere for popular 
consumption, although they are not particularly interesting 
or readable. They have a value, however, in that their publi¬ 
cation indicates a growing interest in biography as a separate 
form. The reading public wanted to know more about the 
prominent men of the country, and were content for the time 
with these small contributions. The trend toward interest in 
biography for itself seems to have started. 
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THE TURN OF THE CENTURY 

1900-1918 


T HE early years of the twentieth century saw very little 
change in form or method in biographical writing. The 
formal “life and letters” or “life and times” was still the ac¬ 
cepted approach in life-writing. This was particularly true in 
biographies of literary men, even when they purported to be 
critical. Few biographers thought of seriously challenging the 
positions of the principal American authors or of subjecting 
their workings to genuine criticism. Consequently, the major¬ 
ity of the lives of this period are valuable for their facts, but of 
little importance as interpretations of their subjects. 

In 1901, Horace E. Scudder published James Russell Low¬ 
ell: a Biography. This is a representative life of the period in 
both its good and bad points. A formal biography, it is the most 
complete account of Lowell that we have, but as criticism it 
falls far short of its mark. Mr. Scudder was one of Lowell’s suc¬ 
cessors in the editorship of the Atlantic Monthly, and he seems 
to have been somewhat awed by the position of his subject. 
When we have finished the book, we know a great deal about 
Lowell, but we do not know Lowell himself. It is this failure 
to get at the man himself, to represent him as he really was, 
that makes these formal biographies uninteresting and incom¬ 
plete. Mr. Scudder makes a feeble attempt at evaluating Low¬ 
ell as a poet and critic, but his timidity or his reverence for 
his subject or his inability to judge Lowell’s work results in 
eulogy rather than criticism. Ferris Greenslet’s James Russell 
Lowell: His Life and Work (1905) is a much shorter and better 
book than Scudder’s. It is good biography and fairly good 

criticism. . . , . , 

Mr. Greenslet also published a good critical account ot 

Walter Pater (1905) and the Life 0/ Thomas Bailey Aldrich 

8i 
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(1908). The latter is a particularly interesting and complete 
biography, sympathetic without being panegyrical. The criti¬ 
cism is not particularly valuable, but it is better than much 
of the criticism that was being written at this time. 

In 1902, Professor James A. Harrison of the University of 
Virginia published the Virginia Edition of the Complete 
Works of Edgar Allan Poe, in ten volumes. The first volume 
is a complete biography of Poe and the last is a collection of 
Poe’s letters, written between 1829 and his death in 1849. 
These two volumes were later published separately as the 
Life and Letters of Edgar Allan Poe. Professor Harrison 
spent many years on this edition, collecting much new ma¬ 
terial and editing the then known w r orks from the original 
publications. The editor naturally obtained considerable new 
information on various phases of Poe’s mysterious life, and 
his biography of Poe is an excellent narrative of the poet’s 
career. There is little explanation or interpretation of Poe 
because the life was intended as an introduction to the works. 
As such it is admirable, and the whole work is the best edi¬ 
tion of Poe that we have. 

In the previous chapter, mention tvas made of Professor 
Woodberry’s Edgar Allan Poe (1885). In 1909, he published 
a two-volume biography of Poe with the title, Life of Edgar 
Allan Poe. During the intervening years, a great deal more 
was discovered about Poe’s life and work than Woodberry 
had known in 1885. The researches of Professor Harrison and 
others, including Woodberry himself, made possible a re¬ 
examination of the whole subject, biographically and criti¬ 
cally. Woodberry was better fitted to be Poe’s biographer 
than was any other man of his day in America, for he had 
made a lifetime study of Poe and his work. Furthermore, he 

had long experience as a teacher of literature and as a bi¬ 
ographer. 

The Life of Edgar Allan Poe (1909), is the best biography 
of Poe that has been written. Woodberry told the story of 
Poe’s life as plainly and completely as possible. Beginning 
with his birth, he gradually makes his way through the vari- 
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ous stages of Poe’s life, tearing away the legends, the preju¬ 
dices, the hatreds that had grown up around one of the 
greatest and certainly the most unfortunate of our great 
writers. He neither praises nor condemns Poe as a man; he 
merely tells us the sort of man he was and how he lived and 
died. There is no psychological interpretation in this book, 
no “debunking,” no attempt to be clever at the expense of 
the subject. Woodberry seems to have understood Poe better 
than any other man who has written about him and, in un¬ 
derstanding him, he pitied him and sympathized with him. 
His account of Poe’s vices is as complete as his account of his 
virtues. Nothing is toned down, nothing overemphasized. It 
is this sane balance that makes Woodberry’s Poe the defini¬ 
tive biography. 

The criticism in this book is of the same quality as the 
biography. It is sane, balanced, and just. He points out Poe’s 
literary faults, such as the ornateness of his style, his literary 
prejudices in his criticism, and at the same time gives him 
credit for the greatness of his genius and the sweep of his im¬ 
agination, and accords him that place as the first real critic in 
American literature which is rightfully his. One of the out¬ 
standing qualities of this book, as a critical biography, is the 
manner in which the criticism is woven into the life-story. 
Each story, each poem is disposed of at the period when it 
was written. In this way, we can see how Poe’s mind grew 
and changed as the circumstances of his life affected it. As we 
read his life, we can better understand his habit of reprinting 
old work in new volumes, of his preoccupation with a world 
that never existed, of his predilection for death as a subject. 
In short, the parallel study of life and work is the ideal 
method in critical biography, and Woodberry is a master of 
this method. Like every other book of the first class, Wood- 
berry’s Edgar Allan Poe must be read to be adequately ap¬ 
preciated, and it can be read easily. The style is simple and 
smooth, and one subject moves into another almost imper¬ 
ceptibly. One is hardly conscious that he is reading a narra¬ 
tive of one of the most complex and complicated lives in 
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American letters. Judging it from any and every point of 
view this is one of the best biographies that have been written 
in America. 

Professor Woodberry’s experience in biographical writing 
was very wide. In addition to the Poe biographies, he did a 
considerable amount of editing, and published several short 
biographies for popular series. Nathaniel Hawthorne (1902) 
is a very good short, critical biography, as is Swinburne 
(1905). Ralph Waldo Emerson (1907), written for the “Eng¬ 
lish Men of Letters Series,” is an admirable book of its kind 
and an excellent introduction to the study of Emerson. 

There are numerous literary biographies of this period 
which are important because of author or subject rather than 
for any distinctive biographical qualities. Henry James’s Wil¬ 
liam Wetmore Story and His Friends (1903) is a two-volume 
memoir of an American artist and sculptor who lived the 


greater part of his life in Rome. James and Story were very 
close friends, and it was as a friend that James wrote the 
book. It is not good biography, for it is not well planned, and 
Mr. James did not know how to develop the life of his sub¬ 
ject. There seems to be more James than Story in the book. 

If there is any particular method in James’s book on Story 
it is that of letting the subject tell of his life through his let¬ 
ters. If a man s letters, diaries, and papers have a definite lit¬ 
erary quality, this is an excellent method, but Story’s letters 
were not good enough to warrant the use that James made of 
them. Elizabeth Bisland’s Life and Letters of Lafcadio Hearn 
(1906) is developed by the same method that James used, but 
it is an infinitely better book because Hearn’s letters contain 
some of his finest prose, and that is saying a good deal. There 
is little pure biographical narrative in this book because com¬ 
paratively little was known about Hearn at this time The 
author, however, had access to all of Hearn’s published let¬ 
ters from the time he came to New York until his death in 
Japan many years later. They tell their own story in a man¬ 
ner and style that make fascinating reading. Although Hearn 
was partially blind, he had an amazing power of observation 
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and the ability to transfer his impressions, particularly those 
of the senses, to paper in such a way that the reader actually 
sees what Hearn saw. Two-thirds of the two volumes of this 
book is made up of letters from various parts of the United 
States and from Japan. They tell us a great deal about Hearn 
himself as well as about the facts of his life. By no means a 
complete biography, this book is still the best account of 
Hearn that we have. There have been several volumes writ¬ 
ten since 1906 on different aspects of Hearn’s life, but no one 
is complete or satisfactory. A real biography of this great 
genius and strange man is badly needed. 

Some other individual biographies of note in this period 
are: Walt Whitman: his Life and Work, by Bliss Perry 
(1906): W. J. Rolfe’s Life of William Shakespeare (1904); 
F. P. Stearns’s Life and Genius of Nathaniel Hawthorne 
(1906); M. A. deWolfe Howe’s Life and Letters of George 
Bancroft (1908); and the Life of James McNeill Whistler 
(1908) by Elizabeth R. and Joseph Pennell. Each one of these 
biographies is a competent book, but none rises above the 
average either in form or method. Professor Perry s book is a 
good factual and critical account of Whitman and his work, 
and Stearns's life of Hawthorne is biographically complete 
but rather dull. Professor Rolfe’s William Shakespeare is a 
voluminous book containing all "the facts, traditions and 
conjectures concerning Shakespeare’s personal and literary 
history.” The book would have been much better had it been 
half as long as it is, for Shakespeare frequently disappears 
under the masses of "traditions . . . conjectures ... and 
literary history.” 

M. A. deWolfe Howe’s Life and Letters of George Bancroft 
is an excellent account of the life and career of one of our 
first scientific historians. Bancroft was an important figure in 
public life as well as a prominent historian, and Mr. Howe 
produced a complete and well-rounded biography. In this, 
one of his earliest books, Mr. Howe shows evidence of the 
ability as a biographer that has made him one of the most 
prominent figures in this field of writing. 
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Mr. Howe produced a good conventional biography. Pro¬ 
fessor Wilbur Cross gave us two of the finest biographies in 
the language in the Life and Times of Laurence Sterne 
(1909-1925) and the History of Henry Fielding (1918). Pro¬ 
fessor Cross was for many years Sterling Professor of English 
at Yale, but the fact that he was an authority on the literature 
of the eighteenth century and the English novel would not 
indicate that he could write books like these; he is a genius 
in the art of biography. 

His first life of Sterne, published in igog, was a rather 
small book in which he told all that was known about Sterne, 
and contributed some admirable criticism of Sterne’s writ¬ 
ings. In the years between 1909 and 1925, Professor Cross 
did a great deal of research in Sterne and the England of his 
day, and when he published a new edition in two volumes— 
it is really a new biography—he produced the definitive life 
of “Yorick” and one of the great biographies of our litera¬ 
ture. Wide and deep knowledge of literature, an exquisitely 
keen understanding of his subject, literary criticism at its 
best, and a perfect sense of humor are some of the qualities 
that make the Life and Times of Laurence Sterne great lit¬ 
erature as well as great biography. It is one of the books that 
no lover of biography or of literature can afford to miss. 

There is little to choose between the Life and Times of 
Laurence Sterne and the History of Henry Fielding (1918). 
The latter is longer than the former because Fielding had a 
more diversified career than Sterne and made a larger contri¬ 
bution to English literature. Few of the great figures in our 
literature are as well known as these two men because Pro¬ 
fessor Cross, following the standards set by Boswell, Lock¬ 
hart, and Trevelyan, gave us their whole lives, their whole 
characters and, as far as it is possible for man to do, their 
whole minds. Carrying each man from birth to death, Cross 
sets down their stories with a method that is perfect and a 
style that is flawless. It is useless to add further praise; they 
must be read to be appreciated. 

The Life of James McNeill Whistler, by the Pennells, is 
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one of the most interesting and charming books that have been 
written on the subject of Whistler. The collaboration seems 
to have combined Joseph Pennell’s genius for art and art 
criticism with Elizabeth Pennell’s understanding of human 
nature as embodied in the genius of Whistler. Both were 
close personal friends of Whistler, but they did not allow this 
friendship to color their portrait. The book is long and 
detailed, and every fact of Whistler’s unique personality is 
presented in a kindly and what seems to be a true light. It 
must have been as difficult to write the biography as it was to 


understand the man. 

Bret Harte was, in his field, as much of a genius as 
Whistler, but he was not so fortunate in his early biographer. 


H. C. Merwin’s Life of Bret Harte (1911) was, for many years, 
the best biography of the famous short-story writer that we 
had. It has been superseded by a later book, but it is still a 
good book spoiled by a very bad arrangement of material. 
The biography is cut in half by the insertion of a long ac¬ 
count of°life in California before and during the time Harte 
was there. In this account, which is very interesting in itself, 
the author attempted to place and evaluate Harte s stories. 
He failed in both instances, for most of the places and people 
in these stories were located and lived only in Bret Harte s 


vivid imagination, and Merwin seems not to have been en¬ 
tirely aware of this. Had this section been made a part of 
Harte’s life in California, the whole book would have been 
immeasurably better. The latter part of the book is biograph¬ 
ically weak, for the author had little knowledge of Harte’s 

later years and his life in England. 

Merwin failed as a biographer because he seems not to 
have known what he wanted to do and that a biography, to 
be complete, must tell the whole story of a man’s life. When 
Brander Matthews came to write Moliere: his Life and his 
Works (1910), he knew just what he wanted to do and how it 
should be done. In the prefatory note he says: “In this biogra¬ 
phy, I have striven especially for three things: first to set 
forth the facts of Moliere’s life, stripped of all the legends 
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which compass it about; second, to trace his development as 
a dramatic artist .... and thirdly, to show his intimate re¬ 
lation with the time in which he lived. . . Just how com¬ 
pletely Professor Matthews succeeded can be realized only 
by reading the book. This is a magnificent biography of the 
greatest of the French playwrights of the seventeenth cen¬ 
tury. The court of Louis XIV, the city of Paris, the people 
of France are all in this book with Moliere as the dominant 
figure. Throughout the history and the criticism that is 
necessary in telling of the life and work of Moliere, the latter 
is always where he belongs, plainly in sight of the reader. It 
is not an easy matter to write a biography of this size—it is 
very long-without, at times, losing sight of the subject, but 
Professor Matthews succeeds admirably. Professor Matthews’ 
reputation as a historian of the drama, as a critic, as a biogra¬ 
pher of distinction can rest on this one book; it is a master¬ 
piece of literary biography. 

There is one other book that deserves mention here al¬ 
though it is not a biography at all. My Mark Twain, by Wil¬ 
liam Dean Howells, is a book which must be read if we are 
8 °ing to try to understand Mark Twain. Howells was his 
literary adviser and closest friend. This intimacy enabled 
Howells to write of Mark Twain as he did. 


The second decade of the twentieth century was to witness 
a revolution in biographical writing before its close. Almost 
every important figure was to be subjected to the new treat¬ 
ment; some would emerge full bodied and would be given 
their proper place in the history of America; others would 
come forth mere wraiths of their former selves, having been 
drawn through the rolls of reality. It would produce some 
excellent biographies and some of no value whatever 
The decade opened, perhaps, better than it closed, for the 

one TWain: A Bi ° g,aph >' in ‘ 9 ,2 > carted 

one of the high points in biographical writing in America 
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Albert Bigelow Paine was at that time, as he still is, a pro¬ 
fessional writer. In 1904, he had published Th. Nast, His 
Period and His Pictures. This is an excellent biography of 
the greatest, certainly the most influential, cartoonist that 
America has produced. The character and career of the man 
would be enough to provide an interesting book, but this 
one is further enhanced by reproductions of many of the 
cartoons that made Nast famous. 

According to Mr. Paine, a casual remark of a third person, 
made soon after Paine met Mark Twain, suggested to him the 
idea of becoming Mark Twain’s biographer. He broached 
the subject to the latter, it was enthusiastically received, and 
from that day until his death in 1910, hardly a day passed 
that the humorist did not contribute something to his bi¬ 
ographer’s material. Paine practically lived with Twain for 
the last four years of his life, and came to know him better, 
perhaps, than any other man had known him. 

In the beginning, Twain began to dictate the account of 
his early life, but after some time gave it up and Paine had to 
get the facts of his career from his stories, which were numer¬ 
ous but not always accurate. In addition to this source, he 
had correspondence, speeches, and, more important than any¬ 
thing else, the books Mark Twain wrote, the great majority 
of which are at least partly autobiographical. With this 
material and the results of his own researches, Mr. Paine pro¬ 
duced a biography more nearly like Boswell’s Life of John- 
son than any other life that has been written in America. It 
is literally the life of Mark Twain from his birth to his death. 
Three volumes of five hundred pages each are necessary to 
tell the story, but one never tires of it in the process. 

Mr Paine seems eminently fair in his delineation of Mark 
Twain's character. There are few men in America who have 
lived as fully and have had as varied careers as Mark Twai . 
He was a printer, traveler, Mississippi River pilot, miner and 
reporter in California, before he entered h,s long re.gr.as 
the best-known author in America. All *'s >nd a «r 
more is set forth in the Life, and if the author failed to pre 
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sent the complete man—we do not think he did, any more 
than Boswell or Lockhart did—no one can. Paine soon came 
to know every side of Mark Twain and endeavored to judge 
him for what he was. He has given us every side, every phase, 
every mental and moral turn, every good and bad point. He 
appreciated the innate fineness and coarseness of the man, 
and interpreted his life in the light of this understanding. 
With the abundance of his material, he was able to choose 
the best, most characteristic, and most illuminating of 
Twain’s letters to make and prove his points of character. We 
see the born humorist, the inexperienced and prejudiced 
critic, the bitter satirist and cynic, and the faithful lover. We 
see just as much of the untrained, uncouth, and at times vul¬ 
gar side of Twain’s life as we see of his better nature. No man 
could be less biased in his treatment of a subject than Paine 
is in his treatment of this one. 

Whether or not Mr. Paine used all his material and told 
the whole story of Mark Twain’s life is a question that can 
be answered only by Mr. Paine or other writers who have 
investigated the subject. Mr. Bernard DeVoto in his excel¬ 
lent book, Mark Twain’s America, repeatedly states that 
there is much manuscript material, left by Twain, that has 
never been printed or seen by anyone except the executors of 
the estate. That is probably true, but it is hardly possible 
that there is much in this unpublished material that could 
alter the character of Mark Twain from what we know it 
to have been. Mark Twain’s later life was sad and bitter, and 
it does not require much imagination, knowing some of the 
comments on life and man that he did make, to picture what 
he may have written or said. In the Life of Mark Twain, we 
find such a complete representation of a remarkably complex 
character that we should not be surprised by anything that 
came from its pen. It would seem that a sufficiency is enough 
Woven into the text of the Life of Mark Twain is, of 
course, a great deal of criticism. In the cases of the mat 
hooks, Tom Sawyer, Huckleberry Finn, Life on the Missis¬ 
sippi, and Roughing It, the biographer had to judge them on 
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their own merits, using the accepted standards of criticism. 
The life they depicted was gone forever and he had to de¬ 
pend on his judgment and such knowledge as he could 
obtain from the treacherous memories of Twain and his con¬ 
temporaries. No better criticism of the whole of Mark 
Twain’s work has been written than that found in the three 


volumes of the Life. 

In addition to those biographical and critical qualities 
which have been described, Mr. Paine s book has the addi¬ 
tional merit of being well organized and well written. It 
seems almost to have written itself, for the narrative flows so 
smoothly that the reading requires little or no effort from the 
reader. This ease is the prime requisite of good writing. One 
of the finest features of this book is the arrangement and the 
selection of letters and documents. We have all the reasons 
for almost every act of Mark Twain’s life, and most of them 
required* reasons. As critical biography, as pure biography, 
Albert Bigelow Paine’s Life of Mark Twain ranks and will 
rank among the best biographies in American literature. 

Mr. Paine continued his work on Mark Twain by editing 
two volumes of letters and, in 1920, he published a Short Life 
of Mark Twain- an abridgement, though written anew, of 


the larger life. 

In One Man’s Life; Being Chapters from the Personal and 
Business Career of Theodore N. Vail was published by Mr 
Paine in 1921. This seems to be an authorized biography of 
the business genius who developed and directed, for many 
years, the American Telephone and Telegraph Company. 
Developed by the same method that the author used in his 
Life ot Mark Twain, this book falls far short of the latter e- 
cause the material for a great book was lacking. 

Mr Paine's last important biography was Joan 0/ Arc, 
Maid of France (1925)- Perhaps the idea was suggested by 
Mark Twain's romance, Joan of Arc; Mr.Ja.ne how , 
wrote a strictly historical biography of the Maid. It « an ex 
cellent book and, though interest is sometimes sacrificed 
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historical reality, it is one of the best biographies of Joan of 
Arc in English. 

The period between 1912 and 1919 was not very produc¬ 
tive of biographies of men of letters of average or better than 
average merit. Carl Van Doren’s Thomas Love Peacock 
(1912) is a narrative biography, with little criticism, of a 
prominent English novelist of the early nineteenth century. 
Hobart C. Chatfield-Taylor published Goldoni; a Biography 
in 1913. This is a long and complete life of the famous 
eighteenth-century Italian playwright. Based on Goldoni’s 
Memoirs it tells the complete life-story of a man w'ho con¬ 
sidered himself an artist in matters of the heart as well as of 
the theatre. A good biography of one who has written his 
autobiography is generally an improvement on the latter, 
toning down its enthusiasms and filling in the blind spots 
which are present in almost every autobiography. Mr. 
Chatfield-Taylor renders these services in the writing of this 
excellent life, placed against the background of eighteenth- 
century France and Italy. One of the very best biographies 
of this period is Edward Rowland Sill: his Life and Work 
(1915), by William B. Parker. Sill was a poet and man of 
letters of more than average ability, and this critical biogra¬ 
phy places him just where he belongs in the history of 
American literature. To the quality of the book as biography 
is added a charm of style that makes delightful reading. 

Julia Ward Howe, by Laura E. Richards and Maud Howe 
Elliott, was published in 1915. In the two volumes, Mrs. 
Howes two daughters told, I presume, the complete account 
of her life. Mrs. Howe, in addition to being a writer and the 
author of the “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” was prominent 
m Public affairs, both municipal and national. She had a very 
full and interesting life, and it is well told in this book, but 
why Julia Ward Howe was awarded the first Pulitzer Prize 

m biography—the first award was made in 1917-I do not 
know. 

It is not a particularly difficult matter to put together such 
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a book as Julia Ward Howe , for a book of this kind is not 
and is not intended to be critical. It is quite another matter 
to write such critical biographies as did Professor George 
Harper in his Charles-Augustus Sainte-Beuve (1907) and Wil¬ 
liam Wordsworth; his Life; Works and Influence (1916). The 
earlier book, written for the "French Men of Letters Series," 
is a short, critical account of the great French critic and bio¬ 
graphical essayist. Necessarily short, it nevertheless gives us a 
complete picture of Sainte-Beuve from birth to death. The 
fact that Sainte-Beuve’s published works occupy more than 
eighty volumes will give some idea of the preparation neces¬ 
sary for, and the difficulties involved in, the writing of such a 
book. It is, to say the least, the best introduction to Sainte- 
Beuve that we have in English, although it has been super¬ 
seded by a later American biography. 

William Wordsworth ... is a much more important 
book than the one on Sainte-Beuve. The product of a life¬ 
time of teaching and study, it is the most complete and the 
best biography of Wordsworth that has ever been written. 
Not only is this book a piece of genuine scholarship, but it 
is written in a style so simple, graceful, and smooth that it is 
fascinating to read as pure biography, quite apart from its 
critical value. Like every other great biography it presents 
the whole man and, while we may not agree with Professor 
Harper as to the importance of his subject or as to the quality 
of Wordsworth’s poetry or his place in English literature, we 
must respect the author’s point of view and judgments and 
credit him with having written one of the finest literary bi¬ 


ographies in the English language. 

In the same year that Harper’s Wordsworth was published, 
there appeared a fragment of a biography by Professor 
Thomas R. Lounsbury: Li/e and Times of Tennyson /rom 
,800 to iS } o. Unfinished at Lounsbury's death, the book w 
prepared for publication by one of his colleagues at Yale, 
Professor Wilbur Cross. It was Professor UumbwjM> -na¬ 
tion .0 explain the favorable and unfavorable mfluences 
orking at the beginning of Tennyson s career. The frag 


w 
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ment shows that it would have been an excellent biography of 
Tennyson’s early life, had he been able to finish it. 

This period (1912-1919) closes with two important books 
on two of the major figures in American literature, Henry 
David Thoreau and Joel Chandler Harris. The Life of Henry 
David Thoreau . . . (1917), by F. B. Sanborn, was the last 
of a number of books that Mr. Sanborn had written on 
Thoreau. It is a very long book and complete as to facts, but 
parts of it are almost separate essays on various aspects of 
Thoreau. As real, interpretive biography it leaves much to be 
desired; as a source of information it is invaluable. The Life 
and Letters of Joel Chandler Harris (1918) was written by 
his daughter-in-law, Julia Harris. It is good biography, par¬ 
ticularly in view of the relationship between author and sub¬ 
ject. It shows, in the development of his character, how this 
southern newspaperman could be the creator of Unde Re¬ 
mus. 


3 

The lives of important clergymen and famous reformers fre¬ 
quently provide opportunities for biographers to display 
their skill and art. In most instances ministers, priests, re¬ 
formers left either large quantities of published writings or 
masses of correspondence and diaries. The latter is particu¬ 
larly true in the case of Phillips Brooks, Episcopal bishop of 
Massachusetts and one of the best-known clergymen in the 
late nineteenth century. His authorized biography, The Life 
and Letters of Phillips Brooks (1900), was begun by his 
brother and completed by A. V. G. Allen, the biographer of 
Jonathan Edwards. This life, in three volumes, is very de¬ 
tailed, covering every phase of Brooks’s varied life, but it is 
spoiled by lack of cohesion. If the journals and correspond¬ 
ence had been made definite parts of the biography, the book 
would have been better. Mr. Allen may have followed the 
plan laid down by the original biographer; if so, it is simply 
unfortunate that Mr. Brooks did not make a better plan for 
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the book. In having interchapters of correspondence and 
journal entries, this biography shares the same fault that mars 
Dean Stanley's Life of Thomas Arnold. These two lives are 
striking examples of the misuse of invaluable source material. 

Dwight L. Moody had a wider reputation in his day, as 
preacher and evangelist, than Brooks had in his, as a more 
conservative churchman. Moody did not subscribe to any 
particular denominational creed, but he was one of the most 
famous evangelists of nineteenth-century America. His offi¬ 
cial biography was published by his son, W. R. Moody, in 
1900, and a completely revised and greatly enlarged edition 
appeared in 1930. Both editions are well-written accounts of 
Moody’s life and work. Apparently complete, the book is in¬ 
teresting for the development of Moody’s career and for its 
picture of life and religion in America in the nineteenth cen- 


tU Timothy Flint was one of the earliest workers in the field 
that Moody later cultivated so assiduously and militantly. His 
biography, Timothy Flint, Pioneer, Missionary, Author, Edi¬ 
tor, 1780-1840 (i 9 n), by John E. Kirkpatrick, is an excellent 
book and a distinct contribution to the literature of western 
history and travel as well as to the religious life and activities 
of the western pioneer. Flint was a Presbyterian clergyman of 
New England when he decided to enter the missionair field 
in the western country. Ill health compelled him to return 
to the East several times, but in the periods of his missionary 
activity he traveled extensively through the Ohio and Missis¬ 
sippi valleys and the far south. His revivals were famous and 
attracted thousands of people who, in some cases travel 
hundreds of miles for a week of revival meetings. He wro e 
travel books and novels, and managed to do considerable edit 
ing of newspapers and periodicals. Mr. Kirkpatrick made ad¬ 
mirable use of his sources and presented a faithfu P‘ c “™ ° 
this tireless worker against an historically accurate background 

0f “dial Gibbons was one of Reading£** 
clergymen of America in the late nineteenth and early twen 
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tieth centuries. Archbishop of Baltimore and sole American 
cardinal for many years, Cardinal Gibbons exerted a tre¬ 
mendous influence in lay as well as clerical affairs among 
Protestants as well as Catholics. In 1911, Allen S. Will pub¬ 
lished the Life of James, Cardinal Gibbons. This is a very 
good biography, as far as it goes, but is incomplete because 
Cardinal Gibbons was living at the time of its publication. 
In 1922 Will published a new life in two volumes. This was 
an authorized biography, based on conversations with the 
Cardinal and on his private papers, to which Professor Will 
had complete access. This is not a revision or expansion of 
the earlier book, but an entirely new biography. In this very 
complete record of a long and busy life we have a picture 
not only of Gibbons but of the growth of the Catholic 
Church in America, which Cardinal Gibbons did so much 
to foster. We have also a picture of one of the highest digni¬ 
taries of the Roman Catholic Church as an American, first, 
last, and always. It was this independent American spirit that 
made Cardinal Gibbons a friend and adviser of politicians 
and Presidents as well as a great churchman. The author told 
the Cardinal’s story with proper respect for the position of 
his subject, a keen appreciation of his qualities, and an un¬ 
biased judgment as to his accomplishments. 

Churchmen of the past as well as the present were consid¬ 
ered by biographers during this period. Among the best re¬ 
ligious biographies of this period are: Life and Letters of 
Martin Luther (1911) by Preserved Smith, and Martin Lu¬ 
ther: the Man and his Work (1911), by Arthur C. McGiffert. 
Both are excellent books, and the differences in them are in 
matters of theology and history, with which this study is not 
concerned. A third biography, Martin Luther (1917), is a 
popular treatment of the subject by Elsie Singmaster, the 
novelist. David S. Schaff took another reformer for his sub¬ 
ject in John Huss: his Life, Teachings and Death, after Five 
Hundred Years. This is a very interesting and readable bi¬ 
ography of a disciple of Wyclif who carried his teaching to 
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In the fields of public life and politics, biography made 
rapid strides during the early part of the twentieth century. 
Sincere attempts were made to get at the truth concerning 
the early and contemporary figures, with, of course, some ex¬ 
ceptions. We no longer have so many eulogistic memoirs or 
one-sided “family” biographies. Disinterested, or at least un¬ 
prejudiced writers, were working over the old materials and 
in many instances producing biographies which gi\e an 
honest and fair portrayal of life and character. W hile it can¬ 
not be said that this period pointed definitely to the new 
biography, it did show a definite advance over the old apolo- 
getical or panegyrical type of life-writing. The fact that 
source materials, hitherto in the possession of individuals 
were being opened to public examination had a great deal 
to do with the move toward more intelligent biography. 

The heroes of the Revolution, the founders of the republic 
and the elder statesmen of the period before the Civil War 
were the subjects of many of these modern biographies. A. C. 
Buell wrote one short and three long biographies which are 
verv good. Paul Jones, Founder of the American havy (1900) 
is the first attempt at a complete biography of the great raider 
and fighter. More than a dozen lives of Jones ^d been writ¬ 
ten during the nineteenth century, but not one of them ha 
any claim to recognition as good biography. Using all the 
published material and his own researches, Buell wrote a life 
of Jones which strips the legend and romance from him and 
shows him as a great man who performed almost incredible 
feats in spite of great obstacles. This biography also gnes us 
“account onenes s life before and after ^e Revo.unon 
and these are the most valuable parts of the boob, for they 
show us the high-tempered. passionate man who was not al¬ 
ways the acme of perfection which his eulogists^ haV 
us believe. Buell's Paul Jones is not the last word on 
• r . but i s a solid, well-written biography. 

His second biography, like that on Jones, in two volum , 
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was the History of Andrew Jackson, Pioneer, Patriot, Soldier, 
Politician, President (1904). This life of Jackson is concerned 
principally with his public life, emphasizing those phases 
which are mentioned in the title. Shorter than Parton’s bi¬ 
ography and lacking the narrative interest of that book, Bu¬ 
ell’s life is, excepting Parton’s, the best up to that time. His 
third long biography, William Penn as the Founder of Two 
Commonwealths (1904), is the best life of Penn that has been 
written in America. Based on sound research, it tells the en¬ 
tire story of Penn’s life in England and in America, and of 
the founding of the colony of Pennsylvania, a small part of 
which later became the colony of Delaware. It is, as far as 
one can tell, accurate, truthful, and complete. Buell’s fourth 
life was a short biography of Sir William Johnson, the fa¬ 
mous landowner and Indian leader in the colony of New 
York. While all of these biographies are well written, they 
lack any distinction of style and are not particularly interest¬ 
ing because Buell seems always to have sacrificed interest to 
truth, which, in the final analysis, is as it should be. Had 
Buell written twenty years later, he could have psychoana¬ 
lyzed these subjects, as so many biographers were to do, but 
we doubt if he would have produced the solid work that he 
did produce. 

A. C. Buell took some of our heroes for subjects; Charles 
Burr Todd tried to defend our so-called “traitors.” The True 
Aaron Burr. A Biographical Sketch (1902) is an avowed de¬ 
fense of Burr and presents an able case but, as has been 
stated elsewhere in this history, it is impossible to arrive at 
any definite truth regarding the activities of Burr after he 
left-the Vice-Presidency in 1805. Mr. Todd’s book is, how¬ 
ever, a welcome change from the prejudiced and flatly un¬ 
truthful biographies of Burr that had been written by the 
patriotic school. The fact that Mr. Todd was a collateral 
descendant of Burr naturally influenced his point of view. 

Todd’s second biography is a much longer and more im¬ 
portant book than that on Burr. The Real Benedict Arnold 
(1903) is a study of Arnold from an entirely new point of 
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view. Instead of condemning Arnold without a hearing, the 
author tries to find the reasons for Arnold’s treason, and he 
finds them in Arnold’s wife and his own lack of character. 
The book is remarkably well done and if the premises are 
accepted the conclusions must be accepted. Mrs. Arnold’s 
treason has been proved by later writers, historians as well 
as biographers. 

John C. Calhoun, as the leading statesman of the South 
before the war, has been the subject of many biographies 
since his death. In 1903, G. M. Pinckney published his Life 
of John C. Calhoun in which he defended Calhoun and the 
extreme states-rights point of view of which Calhoun was the 
leading exponent. It is an interesting and well-written book, 
but it must be read with the author’s thesis constantly in 
mind. William M. Meigs’s Life of John Caldwell Calhoun 
(1910) is the best biography of the famous South Carolinian 
that has been written. Based on sound scholarship, it is as im¬ 
partial as a biography can be. Meigs’s purpose in writing this 
life was to try to explain Calhoun’s life and politics and to 
place him among American statesmen. The calm detach¬ 
ment of the book, as well as its biographical and historical 
quality, places it among the best lives of this period. 

The sanity and balance that characterize Meigs’s book on 
Calhoun are frequently in evidence in the early years of this 
century. A striking example of this new method is C. F. Get- 
temy’s True Story of Paul Revere, His Mid-Night Ride, His 
Arrest and Court Martial, His Useful Public Services (1905). 
This book, despite its subtitle, is mainly an account of Revere’s 
career before, during, and after the Revolution. It puts the 
“Mid-Night Ride” in its proper place as a minor episode in 
Revere’s busy life. Longfellow’s poem, “The Midnight Ride 
of Paul Revere,” has made Revere a folk hero, the man who, 
unaided, warned the “embattled farmers” of the coming of the 
British. As a matter of fact, Revere was not unaided, and his 
experience as an express rider made this particular ride just 
an ordinary night’s work. The life of Revere as a patriot sup- 
Dorter. as silversmith, dentist, general artisan, is graphically 



THE TURN OF THE CENTURY 103 

and clearly set forth in this biography. We know the man by 
the time we have finished the book. 

Andrew Jackson was as much of a folk hero in the West as 
Revere was in the East. We have seen that numerous attempts 
were made to write of him as he was, rather than as his friends 
or enemies thought he was. The most scholarly and least 
partial life of Jackson is John Spencer Bassett’s Life of An¬ 
drew Jackson (1911). This book was the result of many years 
of study and investigation by Professor Bassett. He had access 
to the enormous mass of Jackson’s papers and correspondence, 
and this material threw much new light on Jackson’s career. 
In the first place, he presented Jackson as an individual rather 
than as one of the heroes of the nation. Secondly, Bassett was 
primarily concerned with Jackson’s public life and told only 
enough of his private life to show the development of his 
character and certain phases of his private life that influenced 
his public career. The majority of the two volumes is con¬ 
cerned with Jackson, the soldier, the politician, the President, 
with the history of Jackson and his time rather than with the 
life of Jackson. Nevertheless, Bassett keeps his subject in the 
foreground, and the biography is not sacrificed to the history. 
As an impartial historian, Professor Bassett tries so hard to 
be fair that he exhibits, on the whole, a slight prejudice 
against Jackson It is most difficult to write a cold, historical 
biography of such a man. He almost demands romantic treat¬ 
ment and that treatment Professor Bassett could not give. To 
anyone who wants the history of the United States during 
Jackson s life and the part that Jackson played in the making 
of that history, Bassetts Life of Andrew Jackson is indispen¬ 
sable. To anyone primarily interested in Jackson as a man 
rather than a historical figure, this book will not appeal; hfe 
must go to Parton or some of the new biographers. 

If Mrs. Anna F. DeKoven had been capable of using Pro¬ 
fessor Bassett’s methods, her Life and Letters of John Paul 
Jones (1913) would have been much better than it is. Her 
knowledge of Jones’s life and career was by no means com¬ 
plete, and her enthusiasm for Jones and for early America was 
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too strong. Having too little of one and too much of the other, 
she gave us a very romantic account of Jones, filling in the 
bare spots with what might have been or what she thought 
should have been the actions and reactions rather than that 
which really did happen. In short, the book is interesting but 
not reliable. Her background of American history is as de¬ 
ficient in spots as is her subject. The two volumes might well 
have been confined to one, had Mrs. DeKoven been content to 
tell John Paul’s story as she knew it. Finally, the subject is 
not one that can be successfully handled by a woman who 
romanticizes war and sea fights; that may do for fiction but it 
will not do for biography. 

Mrs. Laura E. Richards’ Abigail Adams and her Times 
(1917), succeeded where Mrs. DeKoven’s book failed, for the 
reason that she took a subject which she was capable of han¬ 
dling. Mrs. Adams, the wife of President John Adams, was 
the first mistress of the White House, and she left some mem¬ 
orable accounts of the difficulties she encountered in running 
the unfinished, cold, and bleak mansio.n. Abigail Adams was 
one of the great women of her time. We know more about her 
life than we do of the lives of thousands of other women of 
her day because she was a President’s wife and because she 
was an excellent correspondent. She left very complete diaries 
and masses of letters, of which Mrs. Richards made excellent 
use. The biographer who is so fortunate as to have such source 
material as this, and is as skilful in the use of it as Mrs. Rich¬ 
ards was is to be congratulated. As life-writing and history, 
Abigail Adams and her Times is an excellent book. 

William Cabell Bruce, using the same method as Mrs. 
Richards, wrote Benjamin Franklin, Self-Revealed (1917)- By 
allowing Franklin to tell his own story wherever possible the 
author was able to present a complete picture of one of the 
greatest men and certainly the most versatile genius in 
eighteenth-century America. Few men have written as much 
as Franklin; few authors have so closely studied the writings 
of their subjects in the light of their biographical significance 
as has Mr. Bruce. The magnitude of the task is matched only 
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by the success with which the author achieved it. The Auto¬ 
biography, the Bagatelles, the political, economic, and scien¬ 
tific pamphlets, the public and private correspondence are 
used with a master hand. No man has used this biographical 
method with more skill or with a rarer perception of the 
values of the enormous source material than this biographer. 
Despite all the autobiographical material this is a genuine 
biographical and critical study of Poor Richard. Even though 
Franklin was particularly self-critical in his Autobiography 
and particularly careful as to details, his biographer has added 
a great deal to our understanding of Franklin during this 
period of his life. Even more important is the character, in¬ 
tellect, and genius of Franklin as developed by Bruce through 
the later writings. Benjamin Franklin, Self-Revealed, was the 
Pulitzer Prize biography in 1918, and the committee honored 
itself as well as Mr. Bruce in making the award. 

In 1922, Mr. Bruce published John Randolph of Roanoke. 
This two-volume life is the most complete and the best ac¬ 
count of Randolph that we have. Based largely on new mate¬ 
rial, the book follows the same method that the author used 
in his Benjamin Franklin. Randolph left comparatively little 
of his own writings, but the author was able to draw exten¬ 
sively on those of his contemporaries, for Randolph was one 
of the most prominent and notorious figures in early Amer¬ 
ican public life. A Virginia aristocrat and a Republican in 
politics, a brilliant mind with a twist in it, a great orator with 
a genius for invective unequaled in American public life, a 
bitter enemy and a staunch friend, a misanthrope with a 
wealth of kindness in his makeup, John Randolph was a 
unique as well as a great figure in American history and poli¬ 
tics. Mr. Bruce has given us as true a picture of this strange 
man as we shall ever get, doing him full justice in every re¬ 
spect. There is one defect in the book, and that is that the 
larger part of the second volume is made up of essays illustrat¬ 
ing Randolph’s life and character. His personality was so 
strange and complex that it may have been impossible for 
his biographer to arrange the material in any other wav. One 



io6 AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 

of the most interesting features of the book is the severe and 
true strictures which the author heaps upon the earlier biog¬ 
raphy of Randolph by Henry Adams. With these lives of 
Franklin and Randolph, William Cabell Bruce has achieved 
a permanent place in the literature of American biogTaphy. 

The “True Series” of biographies, started in the last decade 
of the nineteenth century, was continued until the end of the 
period under discussion. The purpose of this series was to 
present, in a single volume, the true lives of some of our prin¬ 
cipal public men as the authors saw them. The series was not 
entirely successful, for some of the writers presented their 
subjects in collections of character sketches rather than in 
unified biographies. Sydney George Fisher’s True William 
Penn (1900) and True Daniel Webster (1911) are good short 
biographies, the one on Webster relying largely on G. W. 
Curtis’ authorized biography. Joseph M. Rogers’ True Henry 
Clay (1902) is a good personal and political account of Clay’s 
career, and George Morgan’s True Patrick Henry (1907) is an 
excellent interpretive biography, stressing the personality of 
Henry as it made and influenced his career. General Charles 
King’s True Ulysses Grant (1914) is a straight biography of 
Grant, emphasizing, of course, his Civil War campaigns, while 
Cyrus T. Brady’s True Andrew Jackson is a rather poor 
popular treatment in a series of essays. 

That biography was becoming increasingly popular with 
the average reader may be seen from the numbers of short, 
romantic, or sensational lives that were being published in 
the first decade of this century. A representative writer of this 
type of biography was Alfred H. Lewis, the novelist. Between 
1901 and 1909 he published Richard Croker, Story of Paul 
Jones, When Men Grew Tall; or, the Story of Andrew Jack- 
son, and An American Patrician: Aaron Burr. These lives are 
about halfway between conventional biography and the 
fictionized biogTaphy of our own time. Based on second- or 
third-hand sources, they made no claim to biographical or 
literary quality, but were written for the average reader, in¬ 
terested in the lives of great or famous men. Such books as 
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these often serve a good purpose, carrying readers on to a 
better class of literature. 


5 

Lives of Civil War heroes were being written and rewritten 
in increasing numbers in the twentieth century. Grant was 
still a popular subject, but no one of his biographers suc¬ 
ceeded in producing anything approaching a definitive life. 
The most distinguished of the Grant biographies is Owen 
Wister’s Ulysses S. Grant (1900). It is not a complete or a 
critical biography, but it does have the advantage of being 
well written. 

W. C. Chase published the Story of Stonewall Jackson: the 
Career of Thomas Jonathan (Stonewall) Jackson in 1903, and 
Thomas Nelson Page, Robert E. Lee: Man and Soldier in 
1911. Both are fairly good, their principal defects being the 
inability of their authors to write military history. I do not 
know Chase’s profession, but Mr. Page was a novelist of the 
South, and while he had the imagination necessary to a novel¬ 
ist, he was not able to visualize and animate the great battles 
of the Civil War in which General Lee took part. 

One of the most important biographies of this period is 
Oswald G. Villard’s John Brown, 1800-1859; Biography 
Fifty Years After (1910). In this huge, exhaustive (and some¬ 
times exhausting) life, Mr. Villard tells the whole story of 
John Brown from his birth to his execution as a traitor, at 
Harpers Ferry, Virginia. Mr. Villard has been for many years 
one of our outstanding liberal journalists, and naturally his 
is a sympathetic account of the famous abolitionist. This book 
is not partisan, neither is it a defense of Brown; it is merely 
a judgment, and a fair one, passed fifty years after the attack 
on Harpers Ferry took place. It seems to me that this is the 
definitive biography of John Brown, though it may not be 
the best from the point of view of interest and drama. Mr. 
Villard tried to tell the whole truth about John Brown, but 
he was not interested in dramatizing him. 
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Edwin M. Stanton and Thaddeus Stevens were fanatics, but 
their fanaticism took a different turn from that of John 
Brown. They were obsessed by a lust for power rather than 
for what they conceived to be justice. Stevens, particularly, 
was successful because of an almost demoniacal genius, not 
for leading men but for driving them and bending them to 
his will. Stanton would have done as Stevens did, had he had 
the opportunity and the ability. Edwin McMasters Stanton, 
the Autocrat of the Rebellion, Emancipation, and Recon¬ 
struction (1905), by Frank A. Flower, is supposed to be a 
biography; it is really an apology and defense in a series of 
character studies. Mr. Flower may have understood Stanton, 
but there is little evidence of that understanding in this book. 
This “misunderstood” man was a Democrat in Buchanan’s 
cabinet and a Republican in Lincoln’s. He did his best to 
betray both of them. He became a Radical before Lincoln’s 
death; Lincoln knew it but kept him because he was an effi¬ 
cient Secretary of War. After the war he showed his true 
colors, becoming the willing agency for the impeachment of 
President Johnson. Stanton was a natural intriguer. On the 
other hand, he was a famous lawyer, a great administrator, 
and, as Secretary of War, performed inestimable service to 
Lincoln and the Government. Mr. Flower does not analyze 
his subject at all; he merely stretches his good qualities to the 
point of gross exaggeration and untruth. Furthermore, this 
book is entirely lacking in unity and is badly written. 

Professor James A. Woodburns Life of Thaddeus Stevens 
(1913) has the virtue of being well written, but that is its only 
virtue. This life is history rather than biography, and bad 
history at that. It is almost incomprehensible that a professor 
of American history could, in 1913, write such a book as the 
Life of Thaddeus Stevens. If he used any original sources, 
they were only those which would prove his case: that Stevens 
was a great man, one of the principal saviors of the Union, 
and a statesman. Historians and biographers, before and since 
Woodburn published this book, have proved conclusively 
that he was not a °reat man, a savior of the Union, or a states- 
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man. He was a party politician of the lowest type, who gloat¬ 
ingly admitted that he would use any means to keep the 
Republican party in power. Professor Woodburn's book is 
bad history and worse biography, not only biased but also 
untruthful because his interpretation is not based on facts and 
his judgment is warped by partisanship. If a scholarly biog¬ 
rapher cannot be trusted to state facts, we cannot expect any 
more of others. 


6 

The great financiers and railroad builders of the late nine¬ 
teenth and early twentieth centuries were the subjects of some 
of the eulogistic biographies written between 1900 and 1918. 
The first one of any importance takes us back to the middle 
of the nineteenth century. Jay Cooke, Financier of the Civil 
War (1907), by Ellis P. Oberholtzer, is the biography of the 
greatest private banker of his day. Cooke was the financier of 
the Civil War, for he was the fiscal agent of the Government 
during the war, lending money himself and floating the va¬ 
rious bond issues. He reaped the harvest during and after the 
war with the assistance of war contractors and politicians. The 
failure of the house of Cooke in 1873 precipitated the famous 
panic of that year. This and a great deal more is told by- 
Mr. Oberholtzer. The principal fault of the book is that the 
author told only half the story, Cooke's half. The trouble with 
books of this type is that they make heroes of men who were 
frequently anything but heroes. Again only the “more smilino- 
aspects ’ of their lives and careers are mentioned bv their 
biographical apologists. Like the poor, this kind of biography 
is with us always and creates a false impression of our “great" 
men. 

John Muirs Life of Edward H. Harriman (1912), Carl 
Hovey s Life Story of J. Pierpont Morgan f 1912;. and Joseph 
G. Pyle s Life of James J. Hill (1917) belong in the same class 
as Oberholtzer s Jay Cooke. They are interesting; they are 
inspiring to young Americans who wish to make fortunes; 
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they show how, in most cases, a poor boy can become a rich 
man; but they are absolutely unreliable. These four biog¬ 
raphies were either authorized or endorsed by the families 
and friends of the subject. John Muir, Harriman’s biogra¬ 
pher, was himself a Wall Street operator; consequently he 
could interpret Harriman’s career as a financial pirate and 
wrecker, as well as builder, of railroads in the conventional 
manner. Mr. Hovey’s life of Morgan was certainly acceptable 
to the world in which he lived, and Mr. Pyle’s book was au¬ 
thorized by the Hill family. All these lives are conventional 
biographies, complete as far as the average reader can tell, but, 

I repeat, they are untruthful in their omissions rather than 
their contents. This method of biographical writing is as old 
as biography; it is still being followed, and will continue to 
be used until human nature changes. Perhaps it should not be 
classified as biography, but placed in a special classification 
of apologetics. However, until this change is made, these 
books must be considered in any history of life-writing. 

7 

A large number of biographies of this period (1900-1918) 
belong to no particular group and will be considered here as 
good or bad biographies in themselves. 

Carlyle once made a statement to the effect that a good 
biography could be written regardless of the importance of 
the subject. That statement, like so many of Carlyle s, is a 
little too sweeping, but we have examples in American biog¬ 
raphy which come close to proving the dictum. Charles W. 
Eliot the famous president of Harvard, spent his vacations m 
Maine and came to know the people very well. In 19*4. he 
published a little book titled John Gilley. It is hardly a^biog¬ 
raphy and still it tells the story of this man’s life. John Gilley 
was a Maine fisherman and guide for summer visitors. He had 
never been fifty miles from where he was bom; he had no 
“experiences of life” yet he had a definite and, for him, com¬ 
plete philosophy of life. Dr. Eliot’s character appreciation ol 
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this man whom, in some respects, he considered a great man, 
is a masterpiece of biographical literature in the real sense of 
the term. We get to know John Gilley mentally as well as 
physically, and we are compelled to admire this fisherman 
who had more wisdom than knowledge and who lived his life 
as fully as Eliot lived his. If this book does nothing else, it 
shows us that a biographer can make use of what seems to be 
a very circumscribed life, if he knows it well enough, and 
make of it a work of art, for John Gilley is a work of art. 

George H. Palmer’s life of Alice Freeman Palmer, his wife, 
is only a degree or two below John Gilley. Mrs. Palmer was 
President of Wellesley College and one of the most prom¬ 
inent women of her day, but her husband wrote of her as a 
woman and a wife. This small book is nothing but an appre¬ 
ciation, but it is done with such art and such objectivity that 
it will always have a high position in the literature of Amer¬ 
ican biography. 

Political biographies are far more numerous than biog¬ 
raphies of educators or philosophical fishermen, and they are 
seldom particularly good biographies. Herbert D. Croly’s 
Marcus Alonzo Hanna: his Life and Work (1912) is below 
the average, for it is neither well organized nor well written, 
and the biographical part is overshadowed.by a history of the 
Republican party. Hanna was one of the party chiefs in the 
nineties, largely because of his own wealth and his ability to 
collect campaign funds from other wealthy men. He rose to 
political prominence first in Ohio and then in Washington 
when he placed William McKinley in the President’s chair. 
One side, at least, of his career, the political, can be obtained 
from Croly’s book if one has the patience to wade through 
it. Samuel B. McCall’s Life of Thomas B. Reed (1914) is an 
intimate biography of a Maine politician who, as Speaker of 
the House of Representatives, brought about the greatest re¬ 
form in procedure in the House that has ever been effected. 
The reform was an excellent one even though it was carried 
through for party purposes. This biography, by a fellow con¬ 
gressman and Republican, is very interesting and well done, 
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but many phases of Reed’s life and character are conspicuously 
absent. The whole truth is rarely found in political biog¬ 
raphies. 

Politics in the larger sense was the theme of the two biog¬ 
raphies written by William Roscoe Thayer. Thayer was one 
of those fortunate people who can devote their lives to 
scholarship and literature. His principal interests seem to 
have been biography and Italian history. He wrote extensively 
for periodicals in addition to his longer studies in history and 
biography. His interest in Italy, and in modern Italy partic¬ 
ularly, led him to make an intensive study of Cavour, the 
greatest of Italian statesmen and the man who succeeded in 
uniting Italy in the nineteenth century. Thayer’s Life and 
Times of Cavour (1911) is a masterly presentation of the life 
of the statesman and his share in the unification of Italy. The 
two volumes contain more history than biography, but the 
nature of the subject made it inevitable that history should 
have a larger part in the book than biography. In spite of this 
fact, it is an excellent historical biography in which Cavour 
weaves his devious way through the diplomacy of nineteenth- 
century Europe to his goal. We learn comparatively little of 
Cavour’s private life because life, to him, meant politics, the 
pitting of his intellect against the intellects of the greatest 
diplomats and statesmen of Europe. We cannot complain if 
we do not see as much of Cavour the man, as of Cavour die 
statesman. It was Cavour the statesman in whom Thayer was 
primarily interested. The organization and structure of the 
book are excellent, and the style is particularly well adapted 
to historical writing, being formal without being stiff. 

Mr. Thayer was asked to contribute a life of John Hay to 
the new series of the American Statesmen, but a number of 
years elapsed before it was published in 1915. It was a very suc¬ 
cessful book because it was entirely different m form and 
style from the other lives in the series and because it pre¬ 
sented the life of a rather unusual man. The Life and Letters 
of John Hay is, as a biography of a man of letters, an excellent 
book and captivates the average reader at the first reading 
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The subject is interesting for himself. One of Lincoln’s pri¬ 
vate secretaries, a poet in secret long before any of his writings 
were published, a newspaper man, novelist, co-author with 
John Nicolay of the History of Abraham Lincoln, politician, 
diplomat, and finally Secretary of State in the cabinets of 
McKinley and Roosevelt, Hay had the sort of life and career 
that must delight the heart of any biographer. To a man of 
Thayer’s interests it must have been a particularly welcome 
subject, even though it was far different from anything that 
he had done. The response of the public was even more en¬ 
thusiastic than Thayer could have hoped for. 

Rereading, it seems to us, is the final test of the value of 
any book. Our interest and enthusiasm frequently get the 
better of our critical judgment on a first reading, but when 
we reread our critical faculty is dominant. In the case of biog¬ 
raphy, we frequently know nothing about the subject and 
read the book primarily for information. If, when we reread 
it, we have further information from other sources, we ac¬ 
quire a position from which to criticize more intelligently. 
Mr. Thayer’s book does not stand up under rereading. It has 
all the original charm, but its method is open to serious crit¬ 
icism. In the first place, John Hay must have been an almost 
perfect man, if we are to believe his biographer. From the 
time he left Brown University until his death, more than 
forty years later, he seems never to have said or done anything 
that was not correct. He seems to have had an unfailingly 
sunny disposition and a permanent personal charm. He was 
en § a £ e d in all sorts of literary and business enterprises, and he 
always kept his sweet disposition. Marvelous man! Secondly, 
Thayer did not make the best use of his source materials. He 
seems to have used the letters which were published by Mrs. 
Hay, which she edited very carefully, removing almost all the 
proper names. Whether or not he had access to the original 
correspondence I do not know, but I think he did, for he 
states in the preface that he had suppressed names in letters 
and parts of letters because the use of them might possibly 
offend someone. This procedure is as misleading as untruth- 
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ful statements. Thirdly, Thayer’s manner of using corre¬ 
spondence spoils its value and the unity of the book. Instead 
of working the letters into the body of the biography he puts 
them in separate chapters, frequently without comment. Hay 
was a writer of more than average ability and his letters are 
particularly good, but their effect is spoiled by the way in 
which they were used or misused. 

As a source of information on Hay and on America between 
1850 and 1905 the book is very valuable. We get glimpses of 
Horace Greeley, Henry Adams, Carl Schurz, Whitelaw Reid, 
and a host of other political and literary figures of Hay’s time. 
In Hay’s letters and diaries of the Civil War we get an amaz¬ 
ingly human picture of Lincoln, for Hay lived in the White 
House from 1861 to 1865. We are told much about the writ¬ 
ing of the Lincoln book, some of which has been used in the 
chapter on Lincoln in this study. We get a certain impression 
of John Hay, his life and work, but we do not know him 
cofjiplgtely, for no man has so little trouble with himself or 
others as Hay has in the Life and Letters of John Hay. 

The Life and Times of Stephen Girard, Mariner and Mer¬ 
chant (1918) is the last important biography of the period, 
and it is important chiefly for what it failed to do. This life, 
by Professor John Bach McMaster, one of the leading Amer¬ 
ican historians, is an historical and impersonal biography of 
the first American merchant prince. There is entirely too 
much history in the two volumes, and McMaster’s effort to be 
impersonal resulted in a book about Stephen Girard; he never 
comes to life and it is almost impossible to imagine him as 
ever having been alive. Scientific historians are seldom suc¬ 
cessful biographers, but this is an unusual case, for the author 
wrote one of the most lively, fascinating, and interesting his¬ 
tories of the United States that we have. The biography is a 
mine of information on Girard and on the American and 
European history of his time. Even though McMaster had 
been able to show us Girard as he really was, the excess 0 

history would have obscured the picture. 

These last two biographies are examples of serious faults 
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in life-writing. They show that a biographer must try to be 
truthful above all, that he must have his material in a definite 
form, and that he cannot succeed unless he has not only opin¬ 
ions regarding his subject but feelings. There can be no 
purely scientific life-writing. 

Emerson’s Journals were published in ten volumes in 
1909-1914. In Oscar Firkins’ Ralph Waldo Emerson (1915), 
the Journals were used as biographical source material for 
the first time. There is so much of the real Emerson in the 
journals that they intensify and vivify the physical and the 
mental man. Mr. Firkins made excellent use of this new 
material, presenting Emerson in a new light. The book would 
have been much better if the author had adhered less strictly 
to the methods of conventional biography. 

The majority of the biographies that have been discussed 
in the preceding pages give little evidence of the revolution 
that was so soon to change the trend of life-writing from the 
commemorative, the eulogistic, and the appreciative biog¬ 
raphy to the psychological, the psychoanalytical, and finally 
the best of modem biography as it is today. 




PART II 




V 


THE BIOGRAPHERS’ LINCOLN 


A BRAHAM LINCOLN has been the subject of more biog 
japhies than any other man in the United States. They 
began with his nomination for the Presidency in i860 and 
have continued to appear, and more will be written in the 
future. This simple man had so many sides to his character 
that he is an almost inexhaustible subject. The great majority 
of the Lincoln literature is not biographical in any sense of 
the word; much of it is not literature. There are, however, 
some thirty books which attempt to tell the story of his life, 
and it is the purpose of the present chapter to examine these 
books for the purpose of ascertaining their truths or false¬ 
hoods and their qualities as biographical literature. 

Every life of Lincoln written before his death was based 
on material written by himself. As early as 1850, Lincoln had 
aspirations for the Presidency, an* he had friends who were 
constantly and quietly working for him. His name was of- 
, for the ViK-Presitocy in the first Republican conven¬ 
tion at Philadelphia in 1856. This gave added impetus to his 
ambition, and for the next four years the quiet campaign 
increased m range and intensity. He entered the senatorial 
campaign against Stephen A. Douglas in 1858 hoping to de¬ 
feat Douglas but Willing to lose the seat in the Senate if he 

foTlT^ hlS P0S “ i0n “ thC Re P ublican candidate 
for the Presidency in i860. He was defeated in ,858 and he 

strengthen his position for the battle of i860. Late in 
859 one of his political friends, Jesse W. Fell of Illinois per¬ 
vaded him to prepare a sketch of his life for campaign pur¬ 
poses. This autobiography became the basis for thT first 
campaign biographies that appeared. 

When Lincoln was nominated at Chicatm in , 

XT,if t 

by Republican editors throughout the country. It did 
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not satisfy John L. Scripps, editor of the Chicago Tribune, 
and he asked Lincoln to prepare another sketch. This second 
account is about three times as long as the first and was writ¬ 
ten in the third person. From it Scripps prepared a campaign 
biography, Life of Abraham Lincoln. Tribune Tract, No. 6, 
i860. This material formed the basis for numerous lives 
which appeared immediately in Chicago, New York, and 
Boston. It likewise served as the source of all the biographies 
that appeared during the campaign of 1864. 

Among the biographies of i860 was the Life and Speeches 
of Abraham Lincoln and Hannibal Hamlin by William Dean 
Howells, later to become a famous novelist. At this time Mr. 
Howells was a reporter on the Columbus State Journal at 
Columbus, Ohio. He was commissioned to write the bio<*- 

O 

raphy and, having no inclination to go to Springfield himself, 
he sent James Q. Howard to collect the material which he 
fashioned into a book. The life of Hamlin was written for 
this book by John L. Hayes. Howells’ book w T as a good one as 
campaign lives go. It has added importance in that it was 
Howells’ first published bofrk, and he was rewarded for it by 
an appointment to the consulship at Venice, an office which 
he held for nearly five years. The many campaign lives of 
i860 and 1864 are of no value, as biography, because they 
were purely political and were based on Lincoln’s own mate¬ 
rial. Lincoln’s death let loose a veritable flood of printed mat¬ 
ter. The death of every public man in the United States is 
the occasion for numerous memoirs, eulogies, and biogra¬ 
phies; we generally pay that homage to the dead which we 
denied to the living. This was particularly true in Lincoln’s 
case. During the Civil War, he received at least as much 
condemnation as praise. His assassination opened the flood 
gates of hysteria and almost every literary hack turned out a 
“life.” There were literally dozens of these lives, and they can 
be classified and judged in the light of their titles: The Life 
and Martyrdom of Abraham Lincoln, The Martyr President, 
The Rail Splitter Who Became President, etc. 

There are at least three books that appeared during 1865 
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which deserve mention. One is the Life of Abraham Lincoln 
by Joseph H. Barrett. The author did not know Lincoln, but 
he admired him and collected all the available information 
concerning him. Barrett continued to publish books on Lin¬ 
coln for more than forty years, and his researches were of 
considerable value to later biographers. This year also pro¬ 
duced the first life of Lincoln by a woman, Phoebe A. C. 
Hanaford. Her book, Abraham Lincoln, His Life and Public 
Services, is nothing more than a fervid appreciation. In her 
treatment of Lincoln’s mother, Mrs. Hanaford contributed a 
problem which has harassed many later biographers. She 
made Nancy Hanks a veritable saint, and by attributing al¬ 
most divine powers to Lincoln gave his mother a position just 
a step below that of the Virgin. It was in this fashion that the 
life of Lincoln became so encrusted with legend that the ex¬ 
cavations of the twentieth century have penetrated the surface 
only with great difficulty. The third important book of the 
year was Henry J. Raymond’s Life and Public Services of 
Abraham Lincoln; ... Mr. Raymond, the editor of the 
New York Times, was one of thfc most prominent Republi¬ 
cans in the country. He knew Lincoln during the years of the 
war and, as a trained journalist, carefully observed Lincoln 
during his many conferences with him in Washington. It was 
on this material that Raymond based his book. It really is not 
a biography at all-very little is said of Lincoln’s life previous 
to his election—but Raymond did attempt a character study 
of the man as he knew him. The second volume of the work 
is filled entirely with speeches and correspondence. The books 
mentioned added very little to our knowledge of Lincoln and 
even less to the literature of biography, but Barrett and Ray¬ 
mond were at least pointing toward better things. 


Jos,ah G. Holland published the first important early bioe- 
raphy of Lincoln in ,866. Holland was an associate editor of 
the Spnngfield (Mass.) Republican, and something of a poet 
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and man of letters generally. An admirer of Lincoln, he de¬ 
cided to write a biography of the late President. He had not 
known Lincoln, and he was not a politician; consequently, he 
w as able to approach the subject with a fairly open mind. He 
went to Illinois and traveled over some of the Lincoln coun¬ 
try. He interviewed William H. Herndon, Lincoln’s law 
partner, and secured a great deal of information from him 
as well as from others. He returned to Massachusetts and 
quickly wrote his Life of Abraham Lincoln. It is the first 
serious attempt at an account and appraisal of Lincoln’s life, 
actions, and character. It is a simple narrative with no attempt 
at interpretation. Holland frankly admits his admiration for 
Lincoln, and that admiration is manifest, but not unduly, 
throughout the book. The very nature of the book prevents 
any extensive criticism of it, but it does contain one point of 
view which has been the subject of fierce controversy among 
later biographers. According to Holland’s picture, Lincoln 
was a Christian gentleman. Later biographers have proved 
that he was neither a Christian nor a gentleman in the com¬ 
mon meaning of these terms. We shall have occasion to men¬ 
tion these controversial problems in discussing some of the 
later lives. Holland added a great deal to the legendary Lin¬ 
coln, and he also gave us a good contemporary biography 
written from the eastern point of view. 

One of Lincoln’s contemporaries in Illinois published a life 
of the President in 1866. The History of Abraham Lincoln 
and the Overthrow of Slavery, by Isaac N. Arnold, is the 
first of a number of books on Lincoln which Arnold wrote. 
He was a Chicago lawyer, a friend and admirer of Lincoln, 
and an abolitionist. He had been a congressman during the 
Civil War and was one of Lincoln’s few loyal supporters in 
the House. His first book was largely political and is colored 
by his abolitionist views. His second book, Sketch of the Life 
of Abraham Lincoln (1869), is more of a biography, and his 
third book, The Life of Abraham Lincoln (1885), is a distinct 
contribution to Lincoln biography. Arnold did not attempt 
to Dresent an orthodox view of Lincoln; he tried to tell the 
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story of Lincoln’s life and career as he knew it. This book 
can be relied on as far as it goes. 

Isaac Arnold was not a close friend of Lincoln; he was an 
admirer who collected Lincoln material for years after the 
latter’s death. The next biographer was an intimate friend 
and special partner of Lincoln. He was with him for weeks 
on the circuit in Illinois, and he was an almost daily com¬ 
panion in the Washington years. Ward Hill Lamon was an 
Illinois lawyer slightly younger than Lincoln. He regularly 
traveled the circuit with him, was associated with him in 
many cases, and had a working agreement with the firm of 
Lincoln and Herndon which gave him the status of a special 
or limited partner. These intimate contacts had given Lamon 
an insight into Lincoln’s life and character which no previous 
biographer had enjoyed. Shortly after Lincoln’s first inau¬ 
guration Lamon was made U. S. Marshal of the District of 
Columbia. In this office he was responsible for the main¬ 
tenance of peace in the District, and also for Lincoln’s per¬ 
sonal safety until that responsibility was assumed by the War 
Department. Therefore, Lamon had an opportunity to see 
and study Lincoln at close range during the most important 
years of his life. Lamon was a man of intelligence and ability, 
and there is no reason to doubt his sincerity in regard to 
Lincoln and his friendship for him. 

After Lincoln’s death Lamon returned to Illinois and the 
practice of law. In all probability he read or saw some of the 
many books on Lincoln which were being published, and it 
is only natural to suppose that he thought of writing a life of 
him. He was on the ground; he had an intimate knowledge 
of the public and private life of Lincoln; and he was in a 
position to clear up many matters in connection with Lin¬ 
colns life in Illinois which were being misrepresented by 
his eulogists, apologists, and defenders. 

It appears that Holland’s book finally roused Lamon to 
action. He considered that it presented a false picture of Lin¬ 
coln, and he decided to write a truthful biography. He began 
to collect material and put his own knowledge into concrete 



124 AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 

form. He purchased some of Herndon’s papers to fill in the 
gaps in his own material. Lamon did not write the book 
which bears his name; he turned over his material to Chaun- 
cey F. Black, who did the actual composition under Lamon’s 
supervision. The reason for Lamon’s action has never been 
discovered; he may have felt unequal to the task of writing, 
or have been physically unable to do the work. However, he 
did assume complete responsibility for the book. 

The Life of Abraham. Lincoln; From His Birth to His 
Inauguration as President, was published in Boston in 1872. 
Its primary purpose was to controvert Holland’s interpreta¬ 
tion of Lincoln. It accomplished that purpose to the extent 
that it raised a storm of protest throughout the country, a 
storm that had its center in Springfield, Illinois. The spotless 
life of the national hero w r as besmirched by the touch of hu¬ 
manity; the god had feet of clay. Lamon had portrayed Lin¬ 
coln as an ordinary Illinois country lawyer, a friendly, kindly 
man, a man who loved to tell stories which had their origin 
in the soil and their point in the fallible nature of man. He 
presented a man who was shrewder than his fellows, a bom 
politician, a man eager for place and power. And finally, he 
showed a man who, in many of his personal habits, was any¬ 
thing but a gentleman, as we commonly understand the term; 
who, in Lamon’s hearing, had repeatedly questioned the 
truth of the Bible and orthodox Christianity. 

Lamon had intended to publish a second volume covering 
Lincoln’s years in the Presidency, but the righteous publish¬ 
ers in Boston would have nothing more to do with the work, 
and the second volume was never published. The financial 
failure of the first volume had something to do with the pub¬ 
lishers’ decision as to the second volume. Many years later 
(1895), Lamon’s daughter, Dorothy Lamon Treillard, edited 
the Recollections of Abraham Lincoln, 1847-1865, which 
contained most of the material which Lamon had intended 
to publish in the second volume of the biography. 

The man who did the actual writing of Lamon’s book had 
a CTeat deal to do with the unfavorable reception. Black did 
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not like Lincoln and, although he wrote under Lamon’s su¬ 
pervision and used some of Herndon’s manuscripts, he gave 
an unfavorable aspect to Lincoln wherever possible. It is an 
easy matter for any writer, particularly a biographer, to turn 
source material to his own purpose. 

Regardless of Black’s implications, Lamon’s book was the 
most important life of Lincoln that had been written up to 
that time. The book is based on an intimate knowledge of 
the subject and on original source material. It is an attempt 
to portray Lincoln as a man, a lawyer, a politician, a poten¬ 
tial statesman, from the point of view of a personal friend 
and legal associate, who had known him intimately for thir¬ 
teen years. 

The Lincoln books continued to grow with the years, and 
nearly all of them were of the same type, uncritical eulogies 
based on second- or third-hand information. Subscription 
books were very popular between 1865 and 1900, and more 
than one subscription publisher and his agents made small 
fortunes hawking a “life” of the Great Emancipator through 
the country. It had an honored place on the parlor table 
along with the Bible. Occasionally such a book as William 
O. Stoddard’s Abraham Lincoln: A True Story of a Great 
Life (1885) or J- R< Irelan’s The History of the Life, Admin¬ 
istration and Times of Abraham Lincoln (1888) broke 
through the cordon of legendary lore that was so rapidly 
gathering. While neither of these books was of great impor¬ 
tance, they were vast improvements on the average life. Both 
contained too much history for good biography; both carried 
on the traditional point of view, but they did not raise too 
high the pedestal on which their hero stood. Both Stoddard 
and Irelan were professional writers; consequently, they kept 
their enthusiasm within bounds. 


While the glorifiers were about their work of saving the 
republic and the Republican party through the instrutnen- 
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tality of Lincoln’s life and death, a middle-aged lawyer of 
Springfield was collecting every possible scrap of information 
concerning Lincoln from his birth to his death. William H. 
Herndon knew Lincoln better, and knew more about him, 
than any other man of his day. 

William H. Herndon had known Lincoln by sight and 
reputation from the time he was a boy. He had seen him 
piloting boats on the Sangamon River; they slept in the same 
room when Lincoln first moved from New Salem to Spring- 
field; Herndon heard Lincoln speak on all occasions and on 
nearly every subject that would interest people in Illinois; as 
a young lawyer Herndon followed Lincoln's career very 
closely. Finally, in 1843, Lincoln asked Herndon to become 
his law partner, and the partnership continued until Lin¬ 
coln’s death. Herndon idolized Lincoln but never idealized 
him. They were constant companions for seventeen years ex¬ 
cept for Lincoln’s absence on circuit and a period of two 
years when he was a congressman. Both men had a great deal 
of intellectual curiosity; they discussed man, life, philosophy, 
religion, and politics endlessly. As Lincoln grew older he 
spent more time in the law office than he did at home. He was 
frequently there at seven in the morning and at ten at night, 
and they would talk, talk, talk. It was only natural that Hern¬ 
don should come to know a great deal about Lincoln, his 
family, his home life, and even his thoughts. Again, it was 
only natural that from this intimacy Herndon should draw 
inferences regarding Lincoln’s life that are not capable of 
proof and that are not in line with the Lincoln legend. 

During their active partnership, Herndon kept the books 
for the firm and filed all the papers, personal and legal, that 
came into the office. Lincoln refused to do office work; that 
was the reason for the dissolution of his earlier partnerships 
with Logan and Stuart. Between 1861 and 1865 the two men 
corresponded occasionally, and Herndon carefully kept Lin¬ 
coln’s letters. Immediately after Lincoln’s death Herndon 
began to collect material from every possible source. He in¬ 
terviewed people in Illinois, Indiana, and Kentucky. He 
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wrote to others who were farther away, and he secured copies 
of Lincoln’s letters whenever he could. He delivered lectures 
on Lincoln’s life, including his religious views and his love 
affair with Ann Rutledge. These last two lectures brought 
down the wrath of the righteous; again their heaven-sent hero 
and savior was being traduced. Herndon continued to collect 
his manuscripts with the idea of writing a biography. The 
years advanced and the material accumulated until he de¬ 
spaired of ever doing anything with it. He aided Holland and 
Arnold in their researches and sold some of his material to 
Lamon. It was Herndon’s statements on Lincoln’s religion 
that Lamon quoted in his book. 

During the eighties a young graduate of Knox College, 
Jesse W. Weiks, settled in Springfield and soon came to know 
Herndon. By this time Herndon was an old man, and not a 
very successful one. He still continued to practise law, but he 
was interested primarily in farming. With Weiks’s aid he put 
his vast accumulation of material in order, made further re¬ 
searches, and finally the book began to take shape largely 
under Weiks s hand, for Herndon was by now incapable of 
sustained literary labor. The book was a collaboration of 
Herndon’s mind and judgment and Weiks’s mind and hand. 
Finally, in 1889, there appeared in three small volumes, pub¬ 
lished by Bedford, Clark and Company of Chicago, Abraham 
Lincoln: The True Story of a Great Life, by William H. 
Herndon and Jesse W. Weiks. A later edition edited by 
Horace White was published in New York in 1892. This 
edition had a few slight changes in it; it was reprinted in 
1 9 28 - In 1930 the original text was reprinted under the edi¬ 
torship of Paul M. Angle, Librarian of the Illinois State 
Historical Society, to whose introduction I am heavily in¬ 
debted. 

As is the case whenever an important book on a great man 
is published, Herndon’s Lincoln had a varied reception. The 
newspapers and the religious and patriotic magazines literally 
screamed in rage. The book was “infamous” and “obscene"; 
every billingsgate term in the rich vocabularies of the editors 
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was invoked. Why? Herndon had stripped away the legend 
that had accumulated, and had presented a man instead of the 
demigod that had been created by the subscription writers, 
professional panegyrists, and politicians. He said some things 
that sounded unpleasant; he characterized Lincoln as an in¬ 
fidel; he said that Lincoln had loved only one woman in his 
life, and that woman was Ann Rutledge; he said that Lincoln 
had agreed to marry Mary Todd on January 1, 1841, and 
that he failed to appear for the wedding; he said that Mary 
Todd married Lincoln in November 1842 to spite him rather 
than because she loved him. He said many other things about 
Lincoln that were at least as important as these, but the penny 
reviewers neglected to mention them. 

Herndon’s Lincoln practically closes with Lincoln’s depar¬ 
ture from Springfield in January 1861. This is further evi¬ 
dence of Herndon’s good judgment in using facts. He had no 
knowledge of Lincoln’s life as President, and he refused to 
accept hearsay evidence in this case. As has been stated, he 
heard from Lincoln occasionally, but he knew little of what 
Lincoln was doing, and he very wisely closed his book with 
the interruption of their personal relations. Had he gone 
to Washington with Lincoln-he could have had any posi¬ 
tion he desired-he would probably have changed his mind 
on some of the subjects he discussed in his book, for the Lin¬ 
coln of 1865 was a very, very different man from the Lincoln 

of 1861. 

The more intelligent reviews throughout the country, and 
particularly in the East, accepted the book for what it was, 
the most important biography of Lincoln that had appeared. 
They gave reasonable judgments on the various parts of the 
book, endorsing this feature and questioning that. 

A careful reading of Herndon’s Lincoln will show the 
method by which Herndon developed his subject. His material 
falls into three classes: (1) Herndon's own knowledge of Lin¬ 
coln obtained from the subject himself; (2) facts that Hem- 
don investigated and found to be true; (3) facts that he 
obtained from others and accepted as true, or from which he 
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drew inferences which were sometimes correct and sometimes 
incorrect. The material in the first class can be accepted be¬ 
cause later researches have proved it to be true, and because 
Herndon was an honest and intelligent man who tried to tell 
Lincoln’s life as it actually was. Furthermore, Herndon’s 
facts, which were based on Lincoln’s own memory and con¬ 
versation, must be accepted as true. The second class of ma¬ 
terial is nearly always correct, as later researches have shown; 
the only serious errors are those made by Herndon’s corre¬ 
spondents. He accepted this material as correct because he 
believed the people whom he interviewed and with whom he 
corresponded to be honest. It is only when Herndon is the¬ 
orizing or drawing inferences that he is likely to be wrong. 
He thought that he could read character from the face; con¬ 
sequently, he would jump to conclusions because of a favor¬ 
able or unfavorable impression made upon him by an 
individual. He did not like Mrs. Lincoln; he thought that 
she was responsible for Lincoln s sadness and melancholy; 
consequently, he gives an unfavorable impression of her in 
his book. 


Herndon’s entire book might be analyzed on the basis out¬ 
lined above, but the analysis would prove no more than has 
already been indicated. Every subsequent biographer of Lin¬ 
coln has used Herndon as the basis of his book, but no biog¬ 
rapher has accepted all of his conclusions. Every serious 
biography is the life of one man from the point of view of 
another; it frequently is as revelatory of the author as it is 
of the subject. Despite Herndon’s prejudices, mistakes, and 
unreliable inferences, his book is the most important single 
contribution to our knowledge of Lincoln’s life. It is a book 
which everyone interested, not only in Lincoln but in biog¬ 
raphy, must know, for it contains nearly all the good and bad 
points of biographical method. 


One frequently comes across a copy of Herndon's Lincoln 
in rare book catalogues and almost as frequently one finds 

9 o U ? PreSSed " USed in describin ? th ' «■ The first 
ton (1889) was not suppressed; it simply did not sell: that 
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is why the book is a rare item today. The good people of 
America would not have such an iconoclastic book on their 
shelves (perhaps shelf is a more accurate word), and the book 
became a publisher’s remainder. The New York edition of 
1892 contained a few changes to conform to the genteel tra¬ 
dition; the changes were insignificant, but the statement that 
there were changes was enough to quiet the American con¬ 
science. 

Another book on Lincoln w r as in preparation during the 
years that Herndon was working on his biography. It was to 
be a much more ambitious book than Herndon’s, but it added 
very little to our knowledge of Lincoln, the man. 

John G. Nicolay and John Hay were Lincoln’s private sec¬ 
retaries during his years in the White House. Both were na¬ 
tives of Illinois, and both were great admirers of Lincoln. 
Nicolay was a lawyer in Springfield, and Hay was a law stu¬ 
dent there, at the time of Lincoln’s election. Lincoln asked 
Nicolay to serve immediately after his election, and Hay be¬ 
came a member of the official family a short time later. Both 
men lived in the White House during the war, and they saw 
Lincoln at all hours of the day and night. This very close con¬ 
tact increased their admiration and affection for Lincoln to 
the point where they sincerely loved the great man, and that 

love colored their later judgment. 

They planned to write a life of Lincoln immediately after 
the war, but circumstances were such that many years passed 
before they were able to begin the work. The whole story of 
the writing of the book is admirably told in William Roscoe 
Thayer’s Life and Letters of John Hay (1915); consequently, 
I shall not go into the details here. The work first appeared 
in a series of articles in the Century Magazine, running for 
nearly five years, 1885-1890. In 1890 the material, expanded 
and to a certain extent unified, appeared as a book, Abraham 
Lincoln, A History. 

The subtitle exactly describes the work; it is a history and 
not a biography. The ten volumes contain the history of the 
Civil War with Lincoln the dominant figure. The biographi- 



THE BIOGRAPHERS’ LINCOLN 131 

cal parts of the history leave much to be desired. The reasons 
for this are numerous. In the first place, Lincoln was a hero 
to Nicolay and Hay, and they could see nothing wrong in the 
man and his acts either before or during the Presidency. 
Holding this point of view, they naturally told the story of 
his early life in the conventional form, omitting all contro¬ 
versy and all facts which did not contribute to the creation of 
the heroic figure. If we had only Nicolay’s and Hay’s account, 
we should be forced to the conclusion that Lincoln won the 
war almost unaided. This interpretation merely increased 
the heroic stature of the legendary Lincoln. 

Even though Nicolay and Hay had wanted to present a 
true picture of Lincoln they could not have done so, for they 
did not have a free hand. The Lincoln papers were in pos¬ 
session of Robert T. Lincoln, the President’s oldest son. By 
1885 Mr. Lincoln had become a wealthy and prominent man, 
and he did not want the whole story told; he was particularly 
sensitive regarding his ancestors. For these and other reasons 
he compelled the authors to submit their manuscripts to him 
before publication, and he definitely decided what was and 
what was not to be in the book. Restrictions of this kind will 
prevent any biographer from doing good work; in this par¬ 
ticular case they were fatal. Abraham Lincoln, A History pre¬ 
sents a Lincoln minus the warts and the wrinkles, a Lincoln 
who is declaimed on his birthday, a Lincoln whom the sub¬ 
ject would be the first to repudiate. On the other hand, the 
book is invaluable as a first-hand account of the war and 
what was going on behind the scenes in Washington. The 
authors had a free hand with the war chapters, and had they 
wished or been allowed to be as free in the narration of 
Lincoln s life, the book would be a much greater and finer 
work than it is. 

There was one other biography of Lincoln published be- 
ore 1900 which is worthy of consideration. In 1893 John T. 
Morse, Jr. published Abraham Lincoln as a unit in the 
American Statesmen Series.” Comparatively, this is a small 
book in two duodecimo volumes. The biography had to con- 
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form to the plan of the series of which Mr. Morse was the 
general editor. Even within its limits this is one of the best 
biographies of Lincoln that we have. It combines the per¬ 
sonal, political, and historical phases of the subject without 
giving undue emphasis to any one of the three. Mr. Morse, 
as a professional biographer, merely used the material then 
in existence, giving it his own interpretation. He seems to 
have followed Herndon to a greater extent than any other 
biographer had done, and he used the material carefully. 
Morse’s book is one of the few lives of Lincoln which give a 
complete record of his life. Not only is it complete, but the 
account of the war years is a connected narrative rather than 
a series of essays on various aspects of Lincoln and the war. 
This is something which no previous biographer had done 
and which few future biographers were to do. In this respect 
alone the book is valuable; furthermore, it is well balanced, 
and nicely attuned in judgment. 

4 

Morse’s Abraham Lincoln is the last important life that 
was written in the nineteenth century. By the end of the cen¬ 
tury, the Lincoln literature had become enormous. There 
were books on his soul and his body, on his politics and his 
religion, on his genius and his scholarship, on his statesman¬ 
ship and his “simple” greatness. 

These books, with the few stated exceptions, created and 
maintained the myth and legend surrounding Lincoln. They 
were read by millions, who believed every word of them. 
Lincoln was the greatest man in the world; he had been bom 
in dire poverty; he had secured an education despite almost 
insurmountable obstacles; he had been at the same time the 
simple country lawyer and the greatest living statesman from 
the time he attained his majority. Many of these books were 
written by hero-worshipers, fanatics, and hack writers, but 
most of them were inspired if not written by politicians. 
Lincoln became, not the hero of the Republican party, but 
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its salvation. It achieved power with his election, power 
which it lost only twice, in 1884 and in 1892, between 1865 
and 1912. There is little wonder that he was extolled and 
worshiped by the leaders and paid propagandists of his 
party; he could still make votes. On the other hand, it is 
almost inconceivable that three generations of Americans 
could be made to sw r allow the misrepresentations and lies 
that were issued in the form of biographies and histories. 
Lamon’s book was a failure; Herndon was execrated as an 
iconoclast and an atheist. These men told the truth about 
Lincoln as they knew it, and their only faults were bad taste 
and an occasional long-drawn inference not warranted by 
the facts. Both the men and their books were ignored, and we 
must come to the conclusion that they were ignored inten¬ 
tionally by historians and biographers because the truth did 
not suit their purposes. 

There is little to be said on the literary side for any of the 
books that have been discussed thus far. They were written 
in respectable English with no pretense to style or polish. 
Some of them are badly arranged as regards continuity; 
others are padded because agents had to have big books to 
sell. Morse s book is the most distinguished piece of w'riting 
on Lincoln that w r e have in the nineteenth century. His con¬ 
ciseness was made necessary by the nature of the series for 
which he was writing; his literary style was the result of ex¬ 
perience and care. 


5 

The last decade of the nineteenth century received the 
backwash of the scandals which had inundated the country 
for thirty years before. The result was that every important 
movement and every important man of the last half of the 
nineteenth century w^as investigated in this and the next 
decade. To this period Theodore Roosevelt applied the ill- 
suited term, “muckraking era.” The epithet was unfortunate 
because it carried with it a totally wrong idea of the purpose 
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behind the investigations. They were prosecuted not merely 
to revive old scandals but to get at the truth of them and re¬ 
move the cause. 

Samuel S. McClure, the genius of the modem American 
magazine, was the moving spirit of these investigations. He 
came to the conclusion that the time had come to collect all 
the information obtainable concerning Lincoln from those 
who had been his contemporaries. The result would be a 
scientific account of Lincoln’s career. To this end he gave 
Miss Ida Tarbell an unlimited assignment to prepare articles 
on Lincoln for McClure’s Magazine, based on first-hand in¬ 
vestigation. Miss Tarbell had written biographies of Napo¬ 
leon and Madame Roland; therefore, her experience in 
biographical research was fairly extensive. Her search for 
material extended over a period of several years. She visited 
the scenes of Lincoln’s life in Kentucky, Indiana, and Illi¬ 
nois; she corresponded with practically every person who had 
known him at any period; she published requests for in¬ 
formation, letters, and manuscripts which would be of help 
in the preparation of her biography. In this way she collected 
a vast amount of material before she began to write the arti¬ 
cles. The first series was published during 1895-1896; the 
second during 1898-1899. The material was supplemented 
and, to a certain extent, rewritten for book publication. 

Miss Tarbell’s Life of Abraham Lincoln, Drawn from 
Original Sources and Containing Many Speeches, Letters and 
Telegrams Hitherto Unpublished, appeared in 1900. It was 
the first attempt at a documented life of Lincoln. Naturally 
she used everything that had been published previously, but 
she relied principally on her own findings. Her method was 
an excellent one, but later investigators have found that some 
of her sources were not reliable. Regardless of this fact, she 
has a very important place among the modern biographers of 
Lincoln. She did what she could to tear away the mists of 
legend. She showed that Lincoln’s father was not the shiftless, 
illiterate poor-white of the nineteenth-century biographies. 
Thomas Lincoln had been written down for the purpose ol 
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making his son greater by contrast. Miss Tarbell also pointed 
out that Lincoln was not the poverty-stricken child of legend; 
he was merely the child of his time and place. Millions of 
pioneer children had been reared as Lincoln was; he and 
they always had enough to eat and to wear, though the food 
was plain and the clothing homespun and homemade. His 
environment was as good as any frontier environment, and 
his opportunities no fewer than those of others in the same situ¬ 
ation of life. 

As Miss Tarbell moves into the period of Lincoln’s ma¬ 
turity her evidence makes obvious the fact that Lincoln was 
a born policitian, that he played politics early and late, and 
that he did not appear suddenly as the Moses of the Republi¬ 
can party ready to lead it into the Promised Land. She casts 
doubt on Herndon’s story that Lincoln failed to appear for 
his marriage to Mary Todd, January 1, 1841, by showing that 
no one in Springfield was aware of the intended marriage. 

The instances pointed out indicate Miss Tarbell’s methods 
and results. She gradually develops Lincoln’s story to the end 
of the first period of his life, his election to the Presidency, 
substantiating her findings by documentary proof. Of course, 
the author could have gone farther in search of proofs, but 
she was a journalist engaged on a definite assignment which 
could not be prolonged indefinitely. The first part of her nar¬ 
rative is, with one or two exceptions, more accurate than any 
that had been published up to that time. 

Miss Tarbell s account of Lincoln as President is not so 
complete or so unified as the first part of the book. It is a 
series of essays rather than a connected story of the life of 
Lincoln during the Civil War. Later biographers have had 
little more success with this period than Miss Tarbell. They 
either lose Lincoln in the history of the war or give us a senes 
of disconnected accounts of his activities. 

Miss Tarbell performed an inestimable service in publish¬ 
ing her life of Lincoln. She opened the entire subject to 
scientific investigation, proving the necessity of research into 
almost every act of Lincoln. She clarified many obscurities 
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and suggested the lines on which later men would work. She 
destroyed the traditional Lincoln and built up the outlines 
of the man as he really was. As a contribution to the litera¬ 
ture of biography, Miss Tarbell’s book is of secondary im¬ 
portance; as a milestone on the path to a better understanding 
and interpretation of Lincoln the value of this book can 
hardly be overestimated. 


6 

There may have been just as many books written to be¬ 
little Lincoln as there were to praise and, later, to understand 
him. If there were, they have been successfully concealed, for 
I have been able to find only two books in the early period 
which are definitely hostile to Lincoln. Truth is Stranger 
than Fiction; the True Genesis of a Wonderful Man by J. H. 
Cathey, was published in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1899 and re¬ 
printed as The Genius of Lincoln in 1904. This book is based 
on a story that survived for many years to the effect that 
Lincoln was the natural son of a wealthy and cultured south¬ 
ern planter and that it was from his unknown father that he 
inherited the qualities that made him a great man. The 
falsity of this story has been definitely proved by Barton and 
Beveridge, but the story has persisted and may still be be¬ 
lieved in some parts of the country. Stranger stones than 
this have been used for political purposes within the last ten 
years. In 1901 C. L. C. Minor published The Real Lincoln, 
which tells the same story with additional trimmings. 

The twentieth century has produced almost as many lives 
of Lincoln as did the nineteenth, but the majority of them 
are of no importance in this discussion. A few, however, are 
notable for their value, interest, or unusual point of view. 
William Elroy Curtis’ The True Abraham Lincoln (1903) is 
an excellent short biography, as are many of the other lives 
which were written for the series of “True Lives.” The pur¬ 
pose of this book is to give a truthful, uncontroversial account 
of Lincoln’s life. It pretends to no scholarship or origina 
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research; on the other hand it professes to be and is accurate 
and complete within its limits. In the same class with this is 
Brand Whitlock’s Abraham Lincoln (1909) in the series of 
“Beacon Biographies.” Written for the centenary of Lincoln’s 
birth, this little book likewise disclaims originality. It is a 
simple retelling of Lincoln’s story in the light of the latest 
investigations on the subject. Concise, charmingly written, 
and authoritative, it presents a sympathetic but not preju¬ 
diced picture of the man who was particularly the idol of 
Mr. Whitlock’s generation in the Middle West. It is a con¬ 
tribution not only to the Lincoln literature but to the litera¬ 
ture of biography. 

It has been shown time and time again that a biographer 
can prove any point of view that he happens to take. He can 
so arrange and shade perfectly correct facts that any side of 
his subject may be made the dominant one. Denton J. 
Snider in his Abraham Lincoln. An Interpretation (1909) 
proves that Lincoln’s character was formed by the great men 
whose lives he read and followed. When we realize that his 
principal biographical reading was Weems’s Life of Wash¬ 
ington and Eaton’s Life of Jackson, augmented by parts of 
Plutarch, we may rightly question Mr. Snider’s book. In 
T. A. Levy’s Lincoln the Politician (1918) we have another 
thesis biography. In this intefesting and, at times, incredible 
book we are shown how the Lincoln of, let 1ft say, 1830 grad¬ 
ually developed those traits of national leadership which 
made him the leader of the North, not only irt theory but in 
fact, from 1862 until his death. We can follow Mr. Levy very 
easily if, like him, we omit some of the steps in Lincoln’s 
public career. Mr. Levy proves his case too, but his method 
is open to so much criticism that it is valuable only as an 

example of what should not be done if one wants to write a 
truthful book. 

In 1922 Jesse W. Weik published The Real Lincoln, a 
Portrait. As will be recalled, Mr. Weik was Herndon’s col¬ 
laborator and amanuensis. In the years that followed the 
publication of Herndon’s Lincoln, Weik continued to collect 
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Lincolniana until he had the most valuable collection of 
manuscripts in existence. From this vast material he devel¬ 
oped a portrait of Lincoln in his private and domestic life 
which is invaluable. Very wisely, Mr. Weik did not stress the 
political and public side of Lincoln, because he was not so 
familiar with it. This book, admirable in conception and exe¬ 
cution, is another of the major books on Lincoln. Its value is 
principally in its fidelity to realities, its avoidance of con¬ 
troversy, and its humanity. 

Another biography of Lincoln appeared in the same year; 
a study which supplements Weik's book. In his Lincoln; an 
Account of his Personal Life, Especially of its Springs of 
Action as Revealed and Deepened by the Ordeal of War, 
Professor Nathaniel W. Stephenson presented a detailed 
character study of Lincoln. In addition to the literary qual¬ 
ity of the book it is important because of the method which 
was adopted and successfully carried out. In the first place it 
presumes a knowledge of the facts of Lincoln’s life, particu¬ 
larly the period before his election to the Presidency. Less 
than a fifth of the book concerns the latter period; the main 
part of it is concerned with the development of Lincolns 
character as a man and a statesman from November i860 to 
April 1865. We are shown the extent of Lincoln’s ignorance 
of the actual condition of affairs in November i860, his first 
attempt at conciliating the South, his groping and hesitancy 
during the first months of 1861. The author clearly demon¬ 
strates the terrible pressure that was brought to bear on Lin¬ 
coln from all sides before inauguration and until April 14* 
1861. Then we get an idea of the degree to which politics 
influenced, harassed, and bedeviled the weary man through 
1861 and the early part of 1862. We see Lincolns character 
changing, bending with the winds of politics and war until 
he finds himself, and from that time on we see the new, the 
great man emerging from the fiery ordeal. This book of 
Professor Stephenson’s is one of the most important of all 
Lincoln biographies because it illuminates Lincoln in the 
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period which few biographers have reached or handled sue- 
cessfully—the war years. 


7 

Rev. William E. Barton spent the majority of his adult 
years in the study of Lincoln. He knew more about Lincoln’s 
ancestors, birth, and early life than any other man. At the 
time of his death he had one of the finest collections of Lin- 
colniana in existence. Naturally Mr. Barton studied Lincoln’s 
character, religion, and philosophy of life. We are not con¬ 
cerned with Barton’s early books, The Paternity of Abraham 
Lincoln or The Soul of Abraham Lincoln; it is The Life of 
Abraham Lincoln (1925) that interests us. 

He put into this book the study and researches of a life¬ 
time; the result is one of the most important books on Lin¬ 
coln that we have. Barton not only told the story of Lincoln’s 
life, but he interpreted every phase of Lincoln as he under¬ 
stood it. We may not agree with his interpretations, but we 
must respect them because they are based on a thorough 
knowledge of the facts. Barton’s judgment on Lincoln matters 
is nearly always correct, but he is more often wrong than 
right in regard to other men. 

The method that Barton used in his life is a very effective 
one, particularly w r hen the subject is as controversial as Lin¬ 
coln is. He takes up one subject after another and traces it to 
a logical conclusion, and then dovetails another subject into 
the first and traces that. In this way, he disposes of Lincoln’s 
ancestors, his early life, his early law career, his personal af¬ 
fairs in such a way that we have something definite and con¬ 
crete on highly controversial matters. This is by no means 
the ideal method of writing biography, but it is suitable to 
this particular subject. 

Mr. Barton’s book is not easy reading; he had a vast 
amount of material and he used too much of it. He went into 
excessive detail regarding Lincoln’s immediate and remote 
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ancestors, quoting documents from, and conversations with, 
all sorts of people. He follows this method throughout the 
book with a consequent loss in narrative power which is not 
balanced by veracity. His reasons are very apparent; he had 
encountered so much falsehood regarding Lincoln that he 
determined not only to tell the truth but to prove it. 

In many instances, Barton has said the last word on moot 
questions. No one can doubt Nancy Hanks’s illegitimacy 
after going through the proof that Barton has marshaled, nor 
Barton’s refutation of Herndon’s story of the marriage that 
did not take place, for Barton proves that there is no record 
of a marriage license having been issued during the period 
covering January 1, 1841. In the same manner this indefat¬ 
igable researcher tracks down fact after fact and either proves 
or disproves it or frankly states that the truth can never be 
known. No later biographer has added to Barton’s facts, 
though others have arrived at different judgments. 

Barton’s second volume covering the last four years of 
Lincoln’s life is less valuable than the first. Again there is the 
inability to achieve unity, and a similar inability to cope 
with the vastly extended horizon of the "man from Illinois." 
Barton treats every part as thoroughly as he can, but one is 
always conscious that each chapter is a separate essay. Even 
Lincoln disappears at times, and that is a cardinal sin of 
biography. The most valuable part of the second volume is 
Barton’s account of the Gettysburg Address. Here he finally 
tracks down and refutes one of the most persistent of Lincoln 
myths, that the address was written on the tram between 

Washington and Gettysburg. 

One of the most remarkable features of this book is Bar¬ 
ton’s judgment on Edwin M. Stanton and Andrew Johnson. 
He persists in characterizing Johnson as a drunkard and as 
being generally unfit for the office to which he was elected. 
No intelligent man today accepts the Radical characteriza¬ 
tion of Johnson, not even the historians of the Reconstruc¬ 
tion Era, most of whom have been Republicans. The on y 
exDlanation for Barton’s point of view is that he did not keep 



THE BIOGRAPHERS’ LINCOLN 141 

up with modern historical writing. The same explanation 
can be given for his attitude toward Stanton. In this book, 
Stanton is a hero and a much maligned man. The truth of 
the matter is that while Stanton was a most efficient Secretary 
of War, he was a tyrant and has been proved a traitor to Lin¬ 
coln; his later treachery to Johnson is too obvious to need 
proof. These illustrations have been cited to show that Bar¬ 
ton was so much interested in Lincoln that he failed to realize 
that more than a knowledge of Lincoln is necessary to in¬ 
terpret Lincoln. 

As factual or narrative biography Barton’s book is of great 
value; as interpretation it has serious limitations. It has 
added to our knowledge of Lincoln, but it is not a very valu¬ 
able contribution to the literature of biography. Biographical 
literature as well as any other form of literature is something 
more than facts backed by proof, something more than 
interest in the subject, something more, even, than mere 
interpretation of character. That something is lacking in 
William E. Barton’s Life of Abraham Lincoln. 

Carl Sandburg was able to bring to the writing of A braham 
Lincoln: The Prairie Years (1926), the imagination which 
Mr. Barton lacked. By imagination I do not mean that amaz¬ 
ing ability to probe the thoughts and report the conversations 
of subjects in their graves long since; imagination in biog¬ 
raphy is the ability not only to understand and explain the 
subject, but the ability to live and move as the subject lived 
and moved. This is Mr. Sandburg’s contribution to Lincoln- 
iana and the literature of biography. 

Mr. Sandburg’s method of writing biography is perhaps 
unique. He was born and reared in Illinois among the same 
group as that to which Lincoln belonged. He had heard of 
Lincoln from earliest childhood; he knew and talked to many 
people who had known Lincoln. He began to collect stories 
and anecdotes concerning this man who was not a hero to 
the people among whom he had lived; he was more, he was 
a man who had grown great. Year after year, Mr. Sandburg 
tells us, he collected material and thought about it. Finally. 
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the time arrived when, steeped in Lincoln truth and fiction, 
he began to write. 

It is in the presentation that Sandburg differs from most 
of Lincoln’s biographers. He probably did as much research 
as Barton or Herndon or Weik; he probably weighed the 
controversial questions as carefully as any of the former 
writers did; but when he came to write, he put aside all the 
trappings of so-called scholarship and wrote his account of 
the "man from Illinois.” 

In the case of almost every previous biographer of Lincoln 
the reader is conscious of the fact that he is reading about a 
man; in Sandburg’s book he lives with Lincoln because Sand¬ 
burg had the ability to re-create Lincoln’s life and carry his 
reader along with Lincoln and himself from Kentucky in 
February 1809 to Springfield, Illinois, in January 1861. 
There is no argument in this book, no refutation of previous 
facts, no theorizing, no footnotes or bristling appendices. 
Sandburg had finished with all these things before he began 
to write. The result is a narrative against a genuine back¬ 
ground, a narrative which requires no interpretation on the 
part of the author because it is perfectly clear. The back¬ 
ground is crowded with relatives, pioneers, country lawyers 
and politicians, women and children, courts, plaintiffs and 
defendants, everything and everybody that went into the 
making of the Lincoln of the prairie years. 

The criticism has been made that the suhject of this biog¬ 
raphy is Sandburg’s Lincoln and not the real Lincoln. No 
two men see the same subject from the same point of view, 
and this is particularly true in the case of the honest biog¬ 
rapher. From our previous knowledge of Lincoln we have 
no reason to suppose that Sandburg materially changed or 
invented the facts that he uses. He uses them in the light of 
his own judgment; from his knowledge of Lincoln, he decides 
whether or not such an incident is true. Thus, Sandburg ac¬ 
cepts the story of the marriage that did not take place; he 
accepts it on the evidence that Lincoln’s mind was in a tur¬ 
moil for months after January 1, 1841, and because he feels 
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that it is the sort of thing Lincoln might have done under 
stress of some great emotion. In every instance Sandburg has 
balanced facts against his knowledge of the man and has 
given us his results. He did not interpret Lincoln by poetic 
intuition; he interpreted him by sound knowledge and poetic 
imagination. Many people will question Mr. Sandburg’s right 
to be considered a poet; many more will question his poetic 
treatment of Lincoln and his environment. No American bi¬ 
ographer has more nearly approached the ideal of biography: 
the re-creation of the individual as he really was. 

Sandburg accomplishes this much because he has not hesi¬ 
tated to put in the shadows as well as the light; the total 
exclusion of either of these phases of a man's life and char¬ 
acter destroys the value of any biography. Furthermore, 
Sandburg took Lincoln just as far as he could see him clearly; 
when the latter left Springfield in 1861, the prairie years were 
in the past and Sandburg could no longer live with his sub¬ 
ject. I do not know whether or not Mr. Sandburg plans to 
write of Lincoln in the White House; I do know that the 
method which makes Abraham Lincoln: The Prairie Years a 
great biography cannot be used in writing of the Abraham 
Lincoln of Washington. 


8 

Senator Albert J. Beveridge of Indiana spent the last sev¬ 
enteen years of his life in the composition of two great biog¬ 
raphies, Life of John Marshall (1916-1919) and Abraham 
Lincoln 1809-1858 (1928). Both biographies will receive 
consideration here because the writing of the first led to the 
writing of the second, and an explanation of his method in 
the first is almost necessary for a proper understanding of his 
method m the second. Taken together, they illustrate his 
development as a biographer. 

When Beveridge was a young man reading law, he became 
interested in Marshall’s career but could find no adequate 
biography; he promised himself that he would write a biog- 
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raphy of Marshall if he ever had the opportunity. The oppor¬ 
tunity came in 1910 when Beveridge was defeated for 
reelection to the Senate. He began to investigate sources and 
collect materials, but political and personal affairs prevented 
any real work on the project for more than three years. In the 
beginning he thought he could tell the story in one volume; 
before he was finished he had four large volumes averaging 
nearly six hundred pages apiece. The first two volumes were 
published in 1916, the last two in 1919. A book of such length 
is not in keeping with modem ideas, but such was the quality 
of this book that it became a best seller and was awarded the 
Pulitzer Prize in biography for 1916. The judges certainly 
had no other choice. 

The Life of John Marshall is the best legal biography that 
has been written in America, and will take rank with the 
best biographies in English literature. The greatness of 
the Marshall is in its thoroughness and in the conception of 
biography itself which Beveridge formulated and carried 
through. Mr. Claude Bowers in his Beveridge and the Pro¬ 
gressive Era (1932^ has given the whole story of Beveridge the 
biographer, as well as of Beveridge the politician, orator, and 
statesman. Beveridge came to the conclusion that the biog¬ 
raphy of such a public man as Marshall is a part of the epic 
of the nation, and as such must be placed in its proper set¬ 
ting. His book is plainly historical biography and he was suc¬ 
cessful, as few men are who attempt this form of biography, 
in keeping his subject always in the foreground. The Life of 
John Marshall is also the history of America from 1755 to 
1831, as that history touched John Marshall; it not ony 
touched him, rather he made a great deal of it between .80. 


and 1835. . , . „i 

Beveridge read everything bearing on the period; he c • 

lected letters, manuscripts, law reports, everything that mig 
have a bearing on Marshall. The completed work ,s a master- 
niece of biographical, historical, and legal scholarsh p. 
very doubtful if anyone will ever add anything to our knowl¬ 
edge or understanding of the great Chief justice of the 
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United States. The book is constructed like a piece of great 
architecture. Settled on a firm foundation of family and per¬ 
sonal biography, Marshall strides through the Revolution, 
the early republic, to the Supreme Court and the decisions 
by which he was to make the Constitution something more 
than a “scrap of paper.’’ Along with the public man we have 
the private lawyer, the genial gentleman, the father and hus¬ 
band. Nothing is omitted that will help us to see John 
Marshall as he really lived. 

There is no question but that he is the ideal biographer 
who is absorbed in his subject. Beveridge was absorbed in 
this subject to an extent that blinded him at times. It can be 
said that Marshall’s life could have been presented in half 
the space that Beveridge gave to it. He devoted four long 
chapters to the famous Virginia Convention of 1788 where 
Marshall was one of the leaders in the fight to ratify the Con¬ 
stitution. There is a long chapter on the French Revolution 
and its influence on America, and another long chapter on 
the assault on the judiciary at the time Marshall became chief 
justice. There are four more chapters on the famous Burr 
conspiracy trial at which Marshall presided. Beveridge de¬ 
fended these historical excursions on the ground that they 
were absolutely essential to a proper understanding of Mar¬ 
shall’s political and legal positions. A strictly conventional 
definition of biography would exclude all the material men¬ 
tioned above. It is true that Marshall’s life could be told 
without it, but to remove it would remove some of the finest 
constitutional history that has been written in this country. 
Great books defy all rules. 

The one serious fault in Beveridge’s Life of John Marshall 
is political prejudice, and that is almost excusable. Bom and 
reared in the Middle West, the son of a Union veteran, Bev¬ 
eridge was bound to be a Republican and he was one 
throughout his life, although his party allegiance was 
strained, if not broken, in the last years. Theoretically the 
Republicans were the lineal descendants of the Federalists, 
and Beveridge was writing of the greatest of all the Federal- 



AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 


146 

ists. Furthermore, he made the founder of the Democratic 
party the villain of the piece. Early in the book Jefferson is 
the political opponent of Marshall and Beveridge; as the nar¬ 
rative develops he becomes Beveridge’s personal enemy. This 
is decidedly unfair and mars an otherwise great book. I felt 
this prejudice when I first read the book, and the feeling in¬ 
creased on rereading. Beveridge’s biographer, using Bev¬ 
eridge’s own words, shows that he regretted the extremes to 
which he went in his condemnation of Jefferson. 

There is another feature of Beveridge’s first book that 
must be mentioned. He passed judgment on Marshall, Jef¬ 
ferson, and a hundred others who entered Marshall’s life at 
one time or another. Beveridge here narrates an incident, 
marshals his evidence and then gives his own opinion. It 
must be admitted that in the vast majority of cases that opin¬ 
ion is honest and fair, and it is only in the case of Jefferson 
that he is definitely prejudiced. 

Despite all that has been or may be stated regarding this 
book it is and will be the greatest legal biography in Ameri¬ 
can literature. The style in which it is written is not par¬ 
ticularly distinguished, but it is good writing. One is never 
in doubt as to Beveridge’s meaning. He has a narrative power 
that is fascinating, even though it is a little heavy, and his 
ability to digest legal cases rises to positive genius. In those 
chapters on the Virginia Convention of 1788, on the Judici¬ 
ary, on the Burr conspiracy trial, and frequently in those 
chapters dealing with the more important of Marshall’s de¬ 
cisions, there is a swing, an intensity, even an emotional ap¬ 
peal that stamps Beveridge as a great writer in this particular 
field. As sometimes happens, biographer and subject met. 

Beveridge’s Abraham Lincoln is a magnificent fragment. 
The Senator died suddenly before he had completed the sec¬ 
ond volume. The publication of the book was undertaken by 
Worthington C. Ford, a distinguished historian and biog¬ 
rapher and one of Mr. Beveridge’s closest friends and asso¬ 
ciates. 

Because of its unfinished state, Abraham Lincoln cannot 
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be properly evaluated. As far as it goes, it is the best formal 
account of Lincoln that we have. The narrative stops before 
the end of the year 1858. In its published form the book is 
divided into two parts, the personal and the political life of 
Lincoln. Beveridge had not made his general revision; conse¬ 
quently, the arrangement cannot be said to be his. I think 
that the final arrangement would have been similar to that of 
the Marshall biography, alternate sections of biographical 
and historical material. 

When Beveridge had completed the Life of John Marshall 
he immediately began to think of another subject which he 
could treat in the same way and which would continue his 
political epic of America. Many of his friends advised him 
to write a biography of Roger Taney, Marshall’s successor as 
Chief Justice of the United States. Beveridge rejected this 
subject for two reasons: he did not and could not have the 
interest in Taney that he had had in Marshall and, as Taney 
had been a Democrat in politics, Beveridge felt that he could 
not do justice to a man whose political principles were the 
very opposite of his own. Lincoln was Beveridge’s choice be¬ 
cause he felt that Lincoln had carried on the principles of 
Federalism and because he naturally admired the great man 
from the Middle West. 

The account that Mr. Bowers has given us in his Beveridge 
and the Progressive Era, largely in Beveridge's own words, 
of the latter’s studies for his Lincoln book and their results, 
is one of the most amazing stories in the annals of biographi¬ 
cal research. The last three chapters of Mr. Bowers’ book 
should.be read by every student of biographical literature. 

Senator Beveridge had the usual legendary conception of 
Lincoln when he began his researches. Here was a man who 
had been a leader in the national politics of the Republican 
party, a college graduate, a lawyer, and a leader of the pro¬ 
gressive movement in American politics, and he was totally 
ignorant of the history of the country which he was trying 
to influence and of the party which he was trying to reform" 
He had a totally false conception of the man who had placed 
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the Republican party in power and whose death and resur¬ 
rection in legend had kept it there. It is incredible that such 
a condition could exist in 1920; it is also true. 

Beveridge was amazed, bewildered, shocked as he plodded 
his weary way through the books, manuscripts, and news¬ 
papers which told Lincoln’s true story. No one knew the true 
Lincoln; no one had even tried to present him; perhaps no 
one could tell the truth about this most enigmatical man. 
These and many other cries of despair came from Beveridge 
as he worked in Washington and pored over old newspapers 
in Springfield, Illinois. He had found a Lincoln of Illinois 
who bore no more resemblance to the Lincoln in Washing¬ 
ton from 1862 onward than a caterpillar does to a butterfly. 
He had found a Stephen A. Douglas who was anything and 
everything but the Mephistopheles that had been painted by 
the wavers of the “bloody shirt” and the subsidized literary 
men of the Grand Old Party. He was sick and disgusted with 
the lies that had been broadcast by the so-called biographers 
and historians. Mr. Bowers’ last chapters merely confirm 
what is very apparent in the text and notes of Beveridge’s 
book. 

This revelation entirely changed the nature of Beveridge’s 
Abraham Lincoln. As we have it, it is the most complete col¬ 
lection of facts of Lincoln’s life to 1858 that has been or will 
be written. He went into all the evidence and weighed that 
evidence in the scales of legal training. With all the evidence 
in, Beveridge accepted Herndon and the Weik manuscripts 
in almost every instance where there was a diversion of au¬ 
thority. The longer he worked the firmer became his con¬ 
viction that Herndon’s had been the only true account. So 
completely did he believe in Herndon that he even accepted 
the latter’s version of the wedding that did not take place and 
his interpretation of Mrs. Lincoln and the home life of the 
Lincolns. After all, such things are matters of individual 

judgment. 

When Beveridge came to the actual writing of Abraham 
Lincoln he must have realized that he could do only one 
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thing; relate the facts and stop there. That is what he did; lie 
gave us a factual account that surpasses any previous attempt. 
He did not need to explain or interpret his facts; they speak 
for themselves. He could not follow the method that he de¬ 
veloped in Marshall; he had the courage but not the heart. 
Beveridge’s personal and political feelings affected this book 
even more than they affected the Life of John Marshall. His 
political feelings prevented him from passing judgment on 
the Lincoln of, let us say, 1835—1860; his personal feelings 
prevented him from judging many of Lincoln’s acts during 
the same period. On the other hand, he went much farther in 
his statement of facts than Herndon did, and then allowed 
those facts to speak for themselves. 

Beveridges Abraham Lincoln, 1809—1858, has superseded 
every factual biography that preceded it. He told the truth 
even if he did not tell all of it. It is impossible to theorize 
concerning the unwritten, but we can certainly believe that 
he would have illuminated the last seven years as no other 
man had done or perhaps will do. He would have studied 
President Lincoln as carefully as he studied Assemblyman 
Lincoln, Congressman Lincoln, Lawyer Lincoln, Mr. Lin¬ 
coln. Maybe it is idle to talk of what might have been, but 
one cannot help regretting that Senator Beveridge was not 
able to complete his task. 


9 

It would seem that Senator Beveridge set forth all the facts 
of the early life of Lincoln and that later biographers will 
be interpreters rather than narrators. There are unplumbed 
depths in his later life, but they will be developed through 
character analysis rather than through new facts. Biographers 
have already begun to present Lincoln in the light of the 
facts of his life rather than through the facts. Raymond 
Holdens Abraham Lincoln: The Politician and the Man at¬ 
tempts such an evaluation of Lincoln. Mr. Holden’s purpose 
was to show the gradual evolution of the ambitious politician 
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into the great man and statesman. Using the facts at his dis¬ 
posal, the author builds up his character step by step, and 
when we come to the end of the book we know that we are 
in the presence of a great man, of a man who had potential 
greatness in him, potential greatness which pain and suffer¬ 
ing and war brought to maturity. If one compares this book 
with any of the eulogistic rhapsodies that have been men¬ 
tioned he will see how* much more truthful such a book as 
this is and how much greater Lincoln is when he is stripped 
of legend. 

This book of Mr. Holden’s is admirable of its kind. Writ¬ 
ten for a series of popular biographies it is necessarily limited 
in its scope, but the desired effect is obtained. Based on sound 
sources and scholarship, written in a plain, smooth style, this 
book is one of the sanest and most truthful books that have 
been written on Lincoln. 

We have already observed that a w f riter with a thesis, a 
prejudice—call it what you will—can so use facts that they 
will support his argument. This is strikingly illustrated in 
Edgar Lee Masters’ Lincoln, the Man. When the book was 
first published, it created a terrific furor which was really only 
a tempest in a teapot. It has come to have one thing in com¬ 
mon with Herndon’s Lincoln, senseless abuse by the public. 
Within a day or two of its publication the “patriotic” pack 
was in full cry. The newspapers screamed their abuse; patri¬ 
otic societies condemned it—unread; bookstores announced 
that they would not pollute their shelves with such foul car¬ 
rion. What was the result? The book went into five printings 
in the month of its publication; it became the book of the 
day; it was supposed to be scandalous and the story of the 
scandal grew because few stopped to read the book; they read 

the reviews. . . 

The truth of the matter is that Mr. Masters’ book is simply 

an interpretation of Lincoln from a particular point of view. 
It is the judgment of one who is a southern Democrat, an 
unreconstructed rebel, although he was bom, reared, an 
still lives in Illinois. The author believes that Lincoln did 
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more harm than good; that he enslaved more people than he 
freed. This point of view may be wrong; in the opinion of 
many it is wrong, but it is entitled to an intelligent and criti¬ 
cal reply. Waving the flag and the "bloody shirt” will not 
answer here; mature judgment must answer mature judg¬ 
ment. 

Mr. Masters based his book on the most authoritative 
sources we have, Beveridge and Herndon. He disclaimed any 
attempt to present new facts; the novelty of the book is its 
interpretation of the facts. By skilful grouping, emphasis, and 
interpretation, Masters develops a Lincoln who was crafty 
in politics, a little dishonest and wholly opportunistic. He 
points out that Lincoln did not follow, as President, the prin¬ 
ciples which he laid down as candidate; that he advocated 
democracy and practised dictatorship; that he posed as a 
friend of the people and forgot them in Washington. All this 
and much more are developed in Lincoln, the Man. Mr. Mas¬ 
ters’ final judgment is that Lincoln was a selfish politician 
devoid of genuine principle and that he has no claim to the 
position which has been accorded him among the nation’s 
great men. Again I say that this is one man’s point of view 
which he has a right to adopt if he can maintain it. Mr. Mas¬ 
ters does not maintain it; he does not treat Lincoln fairly; 
and when he is not on solid ground he becomes hysterical. 
Hysteria of hatred is worse than hysteria of ecstasy; Masters’ 
book falls to pieces before it ends. It is only another anti- 
Lincoln book which time will place properly. 

In 1931 there appeared Abraham Lincoln: a New Portrait, 
by Emanuel Hertz. The first volume is made up of a series of 
essays; the second volume contains an undigested mass of 
source material. Mr. Hertz has added nothing to the bio¬ 
graphical literature of Lincoln; the second volume, which I 
have not examined very carefully, may contain material of 
value to future biographers. 

Don C. Seitz’s Lincoln the Politician (1931) is a new work¬ 
ing of old material. It is an important book for the reason 
that it gives a complete and unified picture of Lincoln the 
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politician, and politics were always uppermost in Lincoln’s 
mind. It is a solid, well-written book and a valuable contribu¬ 
tion to Lincolniana. 

One of the late books on Lincoln, by an American, is 
William E. Lilly’s Set My People Free; a Negro’s Life of 
Lincoln (1932). The book is disappointing in the sense that 
it offers no new point of view. It seems to me that the Negro 
should have an impression different from that of the white 
man, that he should be able to illuminate his picture of 
Lincoln with some of the imagination and drama that repre¬ 
sents the Negro’s contribution to American literature. Per¬ 
haps I expected too much; perhaps Mr. Lilly wished to avoid 
anything that savored of the "new” biography. At all events, 
Set My People Free is just another life of Lincoln. 

Two lives of Lincoln were published in 1933, Barton’s 
President Lincoln in two volumes and Leon P. Clark’s Lin¬ 
coln; a Psycho-Biography. Neither has much historical or bio¬ 
graphical importance. The Reverend Mr. Barton’s book is 
not a life of President Lincoln, as he intended it to be. The 
last three chapters were left unfinished at his death and were 
completed by William H. Townsend, but this does not affect 
the book in any way. In the first place, President Lincoln is 
more history than biography. Secondly, it opens in 1858, a 
date much too early for a study of Lincoln as President. 
Barton, like every other biographer of Lincoln in Washing¬ 
ton, seems to have been unable to unify his material. Lincoln 
appears only at intervals when Barton is not trying to describe 
or explain some phase of the war, at home or abroad. Barton 
was not a military or any other kind of historian; conse¬ 
quently, the book is almost a complete failure. In my opin¬ 
ion, it is less valuable than the second volume of the Life of 
Abraham Lincoln (1925). 

The type of biography which Dr. Clark has given us had 
to come. His method of treating his subject is, of course, new 
in Lincoln biography, but it does not settle anything. Accord¬ 
ing to Dr. Clark, Lincoln had a mother-love fixation, and 
this theory is used to explain the whole of Lincoln’s life.^He 
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was attracted to older women because of it, and yet Ann 
Rutledge, a girl much younger than he, was the real love of 
his life. His moods, his melancholia, his inability to make 
decisions in early life, all these phases of his life and many 
others are explained by Dr. Clark on the basis of his original 
theory. This may be true, but it does not provide a satisfac¬ 
tory explanation of Lincoln’s character for us. 

We have come to the end of our survey of Lincoln as seen 
by his American biographers. We have seen the truth and 
the fiction develop side by side, with the latter dominant, for 
almost sixty years. But the real man has been developing 
under the hands of Lamon, Herndon, Stephenson, and Bev¬ 
eridge, and we are now in possession of most of the truthful 
facts of his life. There is little left to investigate in the early 
periods, but we still lack an adequate treatment of Lincoln as 
President. We can only hope for another Beveridge to com¬ 
plete the picture. Biographies of Lincoln will continue to ap¬ 
pear; he will be reinterpreted, perhaps psychoanalyzed; we 
shall have more of the Masters type of book. Whatever we 
may have in the future, we can be certain that neither addi¬ 
tional facts nor carping biographers can alter the position 
that rightfully belongs to Lincoln, a position equal to that of 
Washington. 

Lincoln was always fond of Shakespeare, and Macbeth was 
perhaps his favorite play. That passage in Macbeth which he 
most frequently read aloud applies to the biographers’ Lin¬ 
coln as truly as it did to Lincoln in life: 

Duncan is in his grave; 

After life’s fitful fever he sleeps well; 

Treason has done its worst: nor steel nor poison, 

Malice domestic, foreign levy, nothing 
Can touch him further. 


10 


Herndon’s Lincoln gave a prominence, perhaps we should 
say a notoriety, to Mrs. Lincoln beyond that of the wife of 
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any other President. She has been the subject of fierce con¬ 
troversy, of attack and defense; she has been the stumbling 
block in the path of more than one biographer. Her presence 
colored Nicolay and Hay’s book; it prevented Senator Bev¬ 
eridge from getting permission to use the Lincoln manu¬ 
scripts in the possession of her oldest son, Robert T. Lincoln. 

In the last four years four books on Mrs. Lincoln have ap¬ 
peared; it is a question whether or not any one of them is, 
strictly speaking, a biography. Katherine Helm, the author of 
Mary, Wife of Lincoln {1928) is a niece of Mrs. Lincoln's, 
and the book is typical of family biographies. Honors W. 
Morrow's Mary Todd Lincoln; an Appreciation of the Wife 
of Abraham Lincoln (1928) is more in the nature of an apol¬ 
ogy than is Mrs. Helm's book. Furthermore, Mrs. Morrow’s 
book is a combination of fact and fiction, a combination 
which is fatal to true biography. Mrs. Abraham Lincoln. A 
Study of her Personality and her Influence on Lincoln (1932) 
by Dr. William A. Evans is a consideration of Mrs. Lincoln 
from a medical point of view, which is perhaps the only 
proper basis for an understanding of her life. Carl Sandburg s 
Mary Lincoln; Wife and Widow with a collection of letters 
edited by Paul M. Angle, is the latest contribution to a sub¬ 
ject which will probably continue to grow. 



VI 


WASHINGTON: FALSE AND REAL 

T HERE have not been so many biographies of Washing¬ 
ton as of Lincoln, but the myths and legends surround¬ 
ing Washington were more numerous and tenacious than 
those which enveloped Lincoln. Washington was a hero long 
before his death; to the majority of people Lincoln was not. 
If we exclude a few radical Republicans and disappointed 
office seekers, Washington was loved and respected by the 
entire country in 1799; Lincoln had not the love, confidence, 
or even respect of a majority of the people in the North at 
the time of his death. 

There was, of course, only one Washington as there was 
only one Lincoln, but Lincoln had such a complex character 
that even all modern biographers have not succeeded in giv¬ 
ing us the whole man as he was. The real Washington has 
readily appeared under the hands of intelligent biographers, 
though not all of his modern biographers have succeeded in 
portraying him as he was. Most of his early biographers made 
him either a godlike genius who never made a mistake, or an 
insufferable prig. For the first interpretation we have to 
thank the professional patriots, orators, and writers and pub¬ 
lishers of schoolbooks; for the second Parson Weems and 
Jared Sparks are largely responsible. 

Mason Lock Weems published the first biography of Wash¬ 
ington after his death. Weems was a professional bookseller 
by this time (1799)* a °d he saw the practical possibilities of 
being first in the field. Washington died in December 1799, 
and sometime early in 1800 there appeared A History of the 
Life, Death, Virtues and Exploits of General George Wash¬ 
ington. Weems had the inside track in many respects: he was 
in Virginia at the time of Washington’s death; he had visited 
at Mount Vernon and had known Washington personally; 
finally, he knew what he wanted to do and he knew what the 
American people wanted to know about the greatest of their 
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heroes. This first edition was a pamphlet of about eighty 
pages which recounted the principal facts and a few legends 
concerning Washington. The Parson covered the first twenty 
years of Washington’s life in a page, thus plunging him into 
the French and Indian War rather suddenly. Later on he de¬ 
voted three or four lines to Washington’s courtship and mar¬ 
riage. The rest of the book told the story of Washington as 
general and first President of the United States. Touching 
only the favorable high spots, Parson Weems compiled a 
eulogy not unlike many that have been written since. 

Weems’s foresight was rewarded; the book sold extensively 
and more editions were called for. The author embellished 
his masterpiece gradually until he produced, in the fifth 
edition (1806), The Life of George Washington, ivith curious 
anecdotes equally honorable to himself and exemplary to his 
young countrymen . . . by a former rector of Alt. Vernon 
Parrish. It was the Washington of this book that America 
cherished for nearly a century and perhaps still cherishes 
with that supreme indifference to the truth which character¬ 
izes those of us who know what we want to know. 

Parson Weems was never rector of Mount Vernon parish 
because there was no Mount Vernon parish; Truro was the 
parish in which Mount Vernon was located, and Weems was 
never rector of that parish. It was in the fifth edition that 
Weems introduced the cherry tree incident, the cabbage and 
the colt incidents. The cherry tree and colt stories were pure 
fiction, and the incident of the cabbages planted in the form 
of Washington’s initials was lifted from an English biography 
written in 1799. It would be a waste of time to point out the 
innumerable fictions and lifted stories in this book, but one 
is constantly reminded of Washington when reading the 
other biographies that Weems wrote, for the same stones ap¬ 
pear there. No one can say if these stories were original with 
Weems; he repeats them so often that he may have had a 

writer's guide.’’ . 

It is impossible to criticize this book from any point of 

siew. It is a condition, not a theory." We may condemn 
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Weems for his untruthfulness, but he is no worse than many 
writers of popular biography today, and his intentions were 
good. Weems wrote this “life” of Washington for the purpose 
of showing that honesty, truth, and justice are the primary 
virtues of great men. Washington was a hero in the eyes of 
most Americans, and Weems felt that their hero should be 
the essence of all that is good in human nature. He did not 
write his book for scholars and critics; he wrote it for the 
common man of the farm, the forest, and the frontier, and 
for his sons and daughters. Weems knew exactly what he 
was doing, fabricating an individual that could never have 
been born and reared in Virginia, but he knew, too, that 
those whom he wanted to reach would not stop to examine 
the truth of the portrait; they knew it was true. Psychology is 

a new word; Weems was a past master of the science that it 
represents. 

Weems did more than invent myths with which to invest 
Washington; he wrote as much about the actual Washington 
as was known. Underlying the falsehood and the fact of the 
book is a strain of genuine patriotism that is honest and sin¬ 
cere and that contributed much to the real value of it. The 
stories at which we scoff served their purpose perhaps in 
training up a generation or two that had some respect for 
truth and honesty. Furthermore, there are descriptive and 
narrative passages in the book that rise far above the average 
writing of the time. Weems was a man of education and wide 
reading who could write well when he took the time. This 
edition of 1806 is superior in style to the earlier versions. The 
irony of the whole thing is that, as usual, the worst parts of 
the book survived and the best parts were soon forgotten. 
Perhaps the makers of hatchets, candy, and bridge favors have 
had as large a part in keeping alive the absurdities of the 
book as the moral that Weems succeeded in painting. At all 
events it continued to sell; it has been reprinted countless 
times. It was one of the few books that Lincoln read as a boy, 
and he said it influenced him; it must still be read, for a large 
edition has been issued within the last two years. 
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About the time that Parson Weems was putting his first 
edition of A History of the Life, Death, Virtues and Exploits 
of General George Washington through the press, John Mar¬ 
shall was thinking of writing his monumental life of Wash¬ 
ington, a task that was to be one of the banes of his existence 
for the rest of his life. 

During the winter of 1800, Bushrod Washington, one of 
Marshall’s later associates on the Supreme Court, and a 
nephew of the first President, suggested the work to Marshall. 
The future Chief Justice had numerous qualifications for the 
task. He was one of the leading Federalists of the country; 
he had known Washington as intimately, perhaps, as any man 
had known him; he had been at Valley Forge throughout 


the winter of 1777-1778; and he was a Virginian. On the 
other hand, he was not an educated man, even for his own 
day; he read fiction and poetry, but we have no record of 
extensive reading in biography or history. He had neser 
done any writing and was not temperamentally fitted for 
writing. When he first thought of the biography he was a 
busy lawyer; by the time he began the actual composition he 
was a busier jurist. (There is a fiction to the effect that jurists 
and college professors have leisure for study and scholarly re¬ 
search; good ones generally have not.) He had little time 
and less patience for the examination of the enormous mass 
of papers, private and public, left by Washington. If the biog¬ 
raphy is any evidence, he did not examine half the material. 
Finally, he knew nothing about biography as a form and was 
incapable of organizing and handling his material. In spite 
of all these things he was very much interested in the project, 


and soon agreed to begin the writing. 

Both Bushrod Washington and Marshall were eager to do 
the book because they were in need of money, and they 
thought that this biography would find at least 50,000 pur¬ 
chasers. although they were told repeatedly that no more 
than 6.000 copies of any book had ever been sold ir1 America. 
In those days books were sold principally by subscnpti. 
and canvassers went through the country for months before 
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the publication of an important book. This procedure was 
followed in the case of Marshall's Life of George Washing¬ 
ton, but the response was nothing like what the sponsors had 
predicted or even hoped for. However, they continued to be 
optimistic. Marshall was so optimistic that, before he had ex¬ 
amined the Washington papers, he thought he could do four 
or five volumes, averaging five hundred pages, in a year. He 
was soon disillusioned. 

Meanwhile negotiations with various publishers and print¬ 
ers were carried on and a contract was finally signed in Sep¬ 
tember 1802, with C. P. Wayne, a Philadelphia publisher. 
At that time, Marshall had not written a word, had not fin¬ 
ished his examination of the Washington papers, had not 
read the principal accounts of the Revolution that had been 
published. Nevertheless, Wayne sent out a large corps of sub¬ 
scription agents headed by Parson Weems. The response was 
not very prompt; neither was Marshall. His court work piled 
up; his material piled up; he was lost. Bushrod Washington 
tried to help him and there ensued an apparently endless 
correspondence among Marshall, Washington, and Wayne, 
the publisher. Marshall thought that the dignity of his office 
would be lowered if his name appeared on the title page; this 
was one of Wayne’s principal selling points, and the name 
finally appeared. Marshall was asking advice from Washing¬ 
ton, Washington was trying to appease the publisher, and 
the publisher was constantly demanding copy. Finally, some 
kind of order came out of chaos and the first two volumes of 
the Life of George Washington, by John Marshall, Chief 
Justice of the United States, appeared in the summer of 1804. 

The first two volumes were a great disappointment to the 
subscribers and must have been, when he saw them in print, 
a disappointment to Marshall himself. In the first place they 
were badly printed and the typographical errors were legion. 
Marshall had been careless with the original manuscript and 
had had no time for proof reading. Errors of fact and of com¬ 
position worried him-after he saw them in print. 

The first volume opens with the voyage of John Cabot to 
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North America and closes with the French and Indian War, 

!756— 1 763. In the course of more than six hundred pages 
Washington’s name appears twice, in the description of the 
fight at Little Meadows (pp. 356-358) and in connection with 
Marshall’s account of Braddock’s defeat (pp. 368-371). This 
volume is really a detailed history of America from Cabot’s 
voyage to the close of the French and Indian War. We have 
the settlement of the colonies, an excellent account of the 
witchcraft persecution in New England, the development of 
colonial trade and commerce, the various large and small 
wars in which some or all of the colonies were engaged, the 
French settlements in America and their encroachments on 
the English Colonies, and finally a detailed account of the 
war in which Washington gained the only military experi¬ 
ence he had when he was elected commander-in-chief of the 
Revolutionary army. If the history had been interesting and 
well told Marshall might have been forgiven. 

The second volume opens with Washington’s birth, the 
first page taking him to the age of nineteen; on the second 
page he is again, as in Parson Weems’s biography, thrust into 
the French and Indian War.This total lack of proportion is 
one of the most serious faults of the whole biography. Mar¬ 
shall seems to have had no clear idea as to what he intended 
to do, and he certainly had no outline of his material. 
Washington is continually thrust into the background, lost 
for pages and chapters, while the learned Chief Justice dis¬ 
courses on history, politics, and economics. Much space is 
given to the deliberations of the various congresses; Wash¬ 
ington's assumption of the command of the army is dismissed 
in one or two sentences. The second volume closes with the 
attack on Trenton and the capture of the Hessian troops 


Volumes three and four, appearing at intervals of abort, 
year, are very much better than the first two. Marshall tool 
advantage of the public and private criticism of the earhe 

volumes and evidently took more care in the.^'Tth 
his manuscripts. The third volume carries the story to the 
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end of 1779 and the fourth to the end of the war and Wash¬ 
ington’s return to Mount Vernon. Each of these volumes 
contained more than five hundred pages, in the first edition, 
and even in 1783, we have little more knowledge of Wash¬ 
ington than we had before we began. On the other hand, 
there are some very good passages in these volumes. Washing¬ 
ton’s troubles w’ith the army and with Congress, his strug¬ 
gles to keep the ranks filled and to pay the men, the Conway 
Cabal, the condition of the country during the war, these 
things and many others are very well described, but they are 
not the important constituents in a biography of Washing¬ 
ton. Marshall w r as an officer in a Virginia regiment for nearly 
four years; he was at Valley Forge and took part in the battle 
of Germantown, and yet his accounts of these important 
phases of the war are far inferior to some of the accounts we 
have mentioned. Perhaps it was modesty that prevented him 
from doing justice to those sections describing the war as he ac¬ 
tually saw it. Whatever the reason, the unevenness of these 
volumes is at times painfully obvious. 

The fifth and final volume appeared in the fall of 1807. 
From every point of view this is the best of the five volumes. 
Its seven hundred pages cover the last sixteen years of Wash¬ 
ington’s life. The early part of the volume is pure history in 
which Marshall traces the development of political parties in 
the new republic and prophesies the future glories of the 
Federalist party. He was not much better as a prophet than 
he was as a biographer. To the student of American history, 
however, this discussion of the theory of political parties is 
invaluable. He takes Washington through the Constitutional 
Convention and his two administrations, losing him fre¬ 
quently and often completely in the discussions of national 
and international politics. We finally come to the end, and 
no matter how strong our interest in biography and history 
may be, we breathe a long sigh of relief. 

The Life of George Washington was, of course, the subject 
of much discussion and difference of opinion. The Federalist 
papers and magazines did all they could for it, but they often 
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damned with faint praise. The plain truth was that the book 
was a disappointment; it was not a life of Washington; it was 
not w r ell written; and it was not interesting. Some of Mar¬ 
shall’s kindest critics said that it was heavy. What the Repub¬ 
lican (Democratic) periodicals said may be left to the imagi¬ 
nation. Unfortunately, for Marshall and for Washington, the 
critics could generally substantiate their attacks. Marshall 
knew the value of the book because it was a source of worry 
to him for the rest of his life. He started to revise the biog¬ 
raphy immediately after its publication, although the revised 
edition did not appear until 1832. He managed to correct 
most of the printer’s and his own mistakes. The second edi¬ 
tion was in two volumes with the introductory volume 
printed separately, but those who have made a study of the 
two editions claim that very little was omitted. The second 


edition is in much finer print than the first. 

If we try to summarize our criticism of Marshall’s Life of 
George Washington, we find that it is only incidentally a 
biography. There are more history, law, and politics in the 
book than there is life-writing. If it does nothing else, it 
proves that a man must know his subject and be master of 
his materials before he can write an authoritative biography. 
Marshall thought he knew Washington; maybe he did, but 
the man never emerges from the period which, in reality, he 


dominated in the flesh and in the spirit. 

John Marshall’s Life of George Washington did not appeal 
to the average reader of his day because it was too long and 
contained too much that was purely historical and extraneous 
to the subject. One book, at least, attempted to separate the 
wheat from the chaff. The Life of George Washington (1807), 
by Aaron Bancroft, was intended to present the biographical 
parts of Marshall’s book. In the preface, the author stated his 
purpose very definitely and the reasons for publishing sue 
a book: that the original was too long and too expensive for 
the ordinary reader. This book is not an abridgement of 
Marshall; it is a rewriting on biographical principles tx- 

cent that it does achieve its main purpose, there is nothing 
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distinctive about it. It follows Marshall very faithfully; its 
tone is the same and the writing is just as formal. 

In the same year that Marshall published the last volume 
of his biography there appeared the Life of George Washing¬ 
ton ... by Dr. David Ramsay. Dr. Ramsay was a physician, 
a student of history, and a great admirer of Washington. His 
biography, a small book, is primarily an account of Wash¬ 
ington’s public life and has the virtue of confining itself to its 
subject. Its style is better than that of Marshall’s book and, 
while it does place Washington on the usual pedestal, he is 
kept in the foreground of the picture. 

Biographies of Washington continued to appear at more 
or less regular intervals during the nineteenth century, but 
there is little that can be said for most of them. They fol¬ 
lowed Weems or Marshall or both, and no biographer previ¬ 
ous to Irving made any research into the mass of public and 
private correspondence of Washington except Jared Sparks, 
whose life of Washington has been discussed in Chapter II. 
James Kirk Paulding, the novelist, published a conventional 
life of Washington in 1835; it was issued as a volume in 
Harpers Family Library” in the following year. It has the 
quiet, easy style of all of Paulding’s writings, but it does not 
tell us much about Washington. Sparks’s Life and Writings 
of George Washington (1835) continues the tradition of the 
plaster saint and intensifies the prig that Parson Weems cre¬ 
ated. Sparks published a separate biography of Washington 
in 1839. It is substantially the same as the last volume of the 
Writings of George Washington. There is one unique item 
of Washingtoniana in this period: Francis Glass wrote a Life 
of George Washington in Latin prose! I am unable to say 
anything about the contents of this book. 

If we were to confine our biographical reading on Wash¬ 
ington to those books written before 1855 we should have to 
believe that Washington was in all respects the perfect char¬ 
acter. He had no vices; he had no temper; he was completely 
unselfish. He was a master of military strategy as well as of 
English prose. He could defeat armies in the field and dido- 
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mats in the closet. Is it any wonder that this legendary figure 
became so strongly entrenched in the American mind that 
modern historians and biographers are condemned-generally 
unheard-when they present their view of the man as he 
really was, a view based on unimpeachable sources? Myths 
die hard, particularly patriotic myths in America. 

Washington Irving was the first biographer of Washington 
who investigated and used the existing sources for a life of 
Washington. He consulted the Washington correspondence 
in the archives of the State Department and he made excel¬ 
lent use of the published writings edited by Jared Sparks. 
This book had been in his mind for many years but circum¬ 
stances prevented him from doing any active work on it until 
after he had retired from the diplomatic service. When he 
settled at Sunnyside, on the Hudson, he began the composi¬ 
tion of this biography, but it was not finished until a few 

months before his death in 1859. 

He intended to write a biography of Washington and that 
is what he did. Naturally, he was forced to retell much of the 
history of the Revolution and the early republic, but he told 
it always with Washington as the principal figure. There is 
nothing in the book that did not have some connection with 
Washington’s career. 

The first edition was published in five volumes, the first 
of which was finished early in 1855. Each volume averages 
about five hundred pages, and the whole work is very logi¬ 
cally divided. The first volume ends with Washington s as¬ 
sumption of the command of the army, the second with the 
attack on Trenton, the third with the opening of the final 
campaign in the South, and the fourth with Washingtons 
election to the Presidency. The chapters are as carefully 
worked out as the volumes; Irving knew just what he was 


going to do before he started. 

A great deal of adverse criticism has been directed against 
Irving s biography. It has been called old-fashioned, conven- 
lional. partisan, and what not. It may be all of these dung?, 
but it is much more. In the first place it is, as far as possi , 
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a straight narrative account of Washington from his birth to 
his death. There are, of course, deviations but only those that 
were absolutely necessary. Irving had the good fortune to 
live and write in a period when such terms as psychology, 
psychoanalysis, and psychography were unknown. He had no 
thesis to prove, no psychoses to probe, no fixations to unearth. 
Despite the lack of all these scientific aids he succeeded in 
presenting a biography that is essentially true, and truth is 
the primary requisite of any good biography. His analysis of 
his principal is very quietly done but it is there, and we know 
George Washington when we have finished the book. Much 
has been discovered and published concerning Washington 
since Irving’s time, and consequently his book has been su¬ 
perseded, but it cannot be ignored either as biography or as 
literature. 

Many critics have claimed that the Life of George Wash¬ 
ington has not the charm of manner and felicity of style that 
characterize Irving’s writings in general. That may be true; 
if so, there are good and sufficient reasons for the change. In 
the first place, Irving was an old man when he started the 
book; he was dying when he finished it. Secondly, this subject 
was entirely different from any that he had previously at¬ 
tempted. Washington Irving was a romantic by nature and 
he matured in the midst of the romantic movement. His 
previous biographies were concerned with romantic figures 
and, excepting Goldsmith, not a great deal was known about 
them when he was writing. In the case of Washington he was 
dealing with a very real subject, with a man who had been 
known by men still living; he had a mass of definite source 
material to which he was obliged to be faithful; and the im¬ 
portance of the subject stayed his hand and probably in¬ 
volved him m masses of detail which were necessary and 
which demanded a more sober style than that which he had 
been accustomed to use. 

This book is not only a biography of Washington; it has 
brilliant sketches of practically every man of importance in 
America during Washington’s life. Sometimes a paragraph, 
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sometimes a page or two gives us a perfect miniature of the 
men with whom Washington came in contact. Irving also had 
a natural sense for history, and this biography can be rightly 
called historical biography because it combines, in almost 
ideal proportions, the history and the biography of Washing¬ 
ton and his times. Some modern biographers of Washington 
would have profited by a careful reading of Irving’s Life of 
George Washington. 

One of Irving’s principal purposes in writing a biography 
of Washington w T as to remove the false impressions created by 
Weems and Sparks. He was very successful in this phase of 
his work, considering the period in which he wrote and 
his great admiration for Washington. Readers of the mid¬ 
nineteenth century did not want the truth concerning their 
heroes; they wanted the traditional aspects of the great figures 
of the world told in genteel language. In spite of Irving’s in¬ 
vestigations and judgments, the genteel tradition persisted 
for at least forty years after Irving. I have found more than 
a dozen lives of Washington written between 1855 and 1895, 
and hardly one of them made any use of Irving’s book. 

In i860 Edward Everett wrote a life of Washington for 
the Encyclopedia Britannica. Lord Macaulay had been asked 
to prepare this article, but the state of his health and his 
desire to concentrate his efforts on his History of England 
prevented him from carrying out the original plan. It was 
then decided to ask a prominent American writer to do the 
work, and Everett was chosen. Edward Everett was at this time 
one of the leading orators and men of letters in America, 
but one would never guess his nationality from reading his 
article on Washington. When his Life of George Washington 
(i860) was published separately, he wrote a preface in which 
he stated that his authorities were Sparks and Irving. The 
influence of Sparks is much more obvious than that of Irving. 
This short biography reflects no credit on either Everett or 
American scholarship. Edward Everett Hale s Life of George 
Washington, Studied Anew {1888) does not measure up to 
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its title. If there is anything new in the book, it has escaped 
the attention of this writer. 

Genuine scholarship and research were gradually making 
themselves felt in history and biography during the last dec¬ 
ades of the nineteenth century. Very frequently interest was 
sacrificed to the impedimenta of scholarship, but occasionally 
there appeared a book which combined interest and scholar¬ 
ship without the trappings of the latter. One such book is 
Woodrow Wilson’s George Washington (1896). Wilson was 
then a professor of history at Princeton, and had been engaged 
for a number of years in the preparation of his History of the 
American People. In all probability he felt the need of a 
life of Washington which would be based on history but 
would not be historical biography. This is the kind of book 
that Wilson wrote. Using heredity and environment, he de¬ 
veloped Washington’s character and achievements in such 
a way that, after finishing the book, we understand fairly 
well the qualities that made Washington the greatest indi¬ 
vidual force in the country. Wilson was not so much con¬ 
cerned with correcting previous conceptions of Washington 
as he was with presenting a true conception derived from a 
close study of a multitude of original sources. There is not 
so much of the purely personal in this as in some of the later 
biographies, for Wilson strove to present a great man against 
a proper historical background. One of Wilson’s greatest 
assets was an apparently effortless style—achieved, however, 
only with infinite effort and patience—which makes his mean- 
ing crystal clear and which is a joy to read. 

A revised edition of Henry Cabot Lodge’s George Wash¬ 
ington (1889) was published in 1898. Lodge wrote this book 
for the American Statesmen Series,” and it was one*of the 
best of the group. Lodge was a good scholar, having been 
trained under Henry Adams and in Europe, but his scholar¬ 
ship could never overcome his extremely partisan view of 
politics. These books are striking and, if we look into the 
future, prophetically ominous. Both men wanted to present 
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a truer "Washington than had yet appeared. Lodge wrote a 
complete biography for the purpose of humanizing the plaster 
saint that was Washington; Wilson wanted to and did write 
of Washington from an entirely new point of view. Lodge 
wrote of Washington from a strongly Federalist point of view; 
Wilson’s book has no partisan tone at all. Lodge developed 
Washington’s private life as fully, comparatively speaking, 
as he did the public career; Wilson contented himself with 
those phases of Washington’s private and public life which 
would illuminate and explain the man’s character and ac¬ 
tions. 

If biography is primarily the re-creation of personality, of 
a man as he really was, then Lodge's book is a better biography 
than Wilson’s because it is more complete and more personal. 
Lodge tried to correct the wrong impression of Washington 
that previous biographers had created and perpetuated, and 
he wrote from a definite personal and political point of view. 
Wilson wrote with as little personal or political point of view 
as any biographer could. Wilson s book is probably more 
truthful than Lodge’s, being shorter, but Lodge’s is more 
nearly the ideal biography. 

Many of the books on Washington in this period were 
military biographies, such as Bradley T. Johnsons George 
Washington (1894) (Great Commanders); H. B. Carrington’s 
Washington, the Soldier (1898); G. B. Smith’s Story of George 
Washington, Patriot, Soldier, Statesman (1898); and M. H. 
Hancock’s Washingtons Life and Military Career (1902). 
Of these, Carrington’s book is by far the best. 

During the last decade of the nineteenth century, Worth¬ 
ington C. Ford published the best edition of the writings 
of Washington and followed this in 1899 with George Wash 
ington, a biography in two volumes. Mr. Ford made excellent 
use of his materials in writing this account of Washington’s 
life from birth to death. In 1911 Mr. Ford published an 
equally good short life in the “Beacon Biographies.” 

Every biography should be a unified account of a mans 
life, but we sometimes happen upon books of a biographical 
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nature which do not conform to this standard. Owen Wister’s 
book, The Seven Ages of Washington (i 9 ° 7 )> * s a ser * es 
character studies of Washington at various periods of his 
life. The table of contents reads: Ancestry—The Boy—The 
Young Man—The Married Man—The Commander—The 
President—Immortality. This is a decidedly unorthodox 
method and an unsatisfactory one, but it is reclaimed in part 
by Mr. Wister’s ability as a story-teller and by the charm 
of his style. Paul Leicester Ford’s The True George Wash¬ 
ington (1909) is, paradoxically, a less unified piece of writing 
and a better biography than Wister’s. Ford had more of the 
biographical instinct than Wister and had more experience 
in the fields of history and biography. Ford’s book is dis¬ 
tinctly a series of essays, but we know more about Washington 
physically, mentally, and morally from it than we do from 
Wister’s. 

The next book of any importance is William Roscoe Thay¬ 
er’s George Washington (1922). In his preface, Mr. Thayer 
states that his purpose was to humanize Washington. He did 
that as far as he went, but the book is short and impregnated 
with some of the genteel literary tradition that characterized 
the biographers of Thayer’s generation. It will serve as a 
good introduction to modem biographical material on Wash¬ 
ington. 

The Thayer type of biography was dying out in 1922; the 
younger, the post-war generation of writers was coming to the 
fore, and the men and women of this generation turned the 
great men of the country upside down and inside out, not to 
understand them better, but to lay them open to the merci¬ 
less scalpel of the psychopathic and the pseudo-psychopathic 
writer. George Washington, the Image and the Man (1926) 
by W. E. Woodward is one of the few “debunking” biog¬ 
raphies of Washington that has been written. Mr. Wood¬ 
ward must be given credit for trying to get at the heart and 
soul of his subject, though he let too many things interfere 
with his biography. Mr. Woodward seems to have been thor¬ 
oughly disgusted with the panegyrical and eulogistic out- 
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pourings on Washington and the grossly partisan history that 
had been written. Consequently, he spent so much time cor¬ 
recting previous books that he forgot that he was writing a 
biography himself. This book is very interesting, but it is 
not a biography of Washington. Washington is not the central 
figure; the center of the stage is divided between the mis¬ 
takes of historians and biographers and a very interesting ac¬ 
count of the American Revolution. Another serious defect 
in this book is its flippancy, which is a characteristic of the 
school of biographers to which Mr. Woodward belongs; it 
is intended to be humorous but becomes merely tiresome. In 
spite of its defects, the book was worth writing and is worth 
reading, for it combines the best and the worst in modem 
biography. 

We have the new and the old constantly cropping up in 
modem biography. Washington (1927), by Joseph D. Sawyer, 
is a very conventional biography containing all the facts but 
entirely lacking in interpretation. The two volumes contain 
fifteen hundred illustrations, including two hundred and 
fifty portraits; this feature alone would give the book some 
value. The same conventional treatment may be found in 
Lorenzo Sears’s George Washington (1932). 

The best modern one-volume life of Washington is George 
Washington (1929), by Shelby Little. This is an excellent 
personal biography in which Washington is allowed to speak 
for himself wherever possible. The author was very wise in 
confining this study to the individual rather than in trying 
to portray the national hero. We have plenty of books of die 
latter type; the former are scarce. The skill and art with which 
the author wove narrative and source material into a smooth 
account are truly remarkable. Furthermore, the man who 
walks through this book-and he does walk through-is a very 
close approximation of the man as he really was. His faults 
and his virtues are given equal space; the result is a book that 
has admirable balance, perspective, and judgment. 

|ohn Corbin’s Unknown Washington; Biographic Origins 
of the Republic (193 0 ) is a uni( l ue itera of Waabingtomana. 
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Mr. Corbin’s purpose was to show a neglected side of Wash¬ 
ington, that of the genuine statesman as he exhibited himself 
in the Constitutional Convention and as President of the 
United States. The book is a revelation, certainly to the 
average reader, of the intellect and statesmanship of this 
Virginian farmer and gentleman. It is a Washington item 
that should be read by every student. 

Someone has said that everything comes to him who waits. 
We have waited more than a hundred and thirty years for a 
genuinely adequate life of George Washington. We have 
it, or shall have it, when Mr. Rupert Hughes finishes his 
biography of Washington. Thus far he has completed three 
volumes, bringing Washington’s life up to 1781. At least 
two more volumes will be necessary to tell the whole story. 
The first and shortest volume covers the first thirty years of 
Washington’s life; the second, fifteen; and the third, four. 
There is an afterword to each volume which should be read 
before the volume is read, for each afterword explains Mr. 
Hughes’s methods and purposes. 

In the afterword to the first volume of George Washington, 
Mr. Hughes states that he has been collecting material for 
this subject since 1900, although the first volume did not 
appear until 1926. It has been his purpose to strip Wash¬ 
ington of all legend because he believed, and rightly, that a 
much greater man would emerge from the whitewash. He 
has justified that belief in the volumes that have been pub¬ 
lished, bringing upon himself a great deal of emotional and 
patriotic criticism in the process. Mr. Hughes uses the best 
possible method in his biography: he lets his subject speak 
for himself. Washington’s papers are the most voluminous 
of those of any public man in America. The number of letters 
he wrote is almost incredible, in addition to his diaries, plan¬ 
tation accounts, and state papers. How a man so busy, so 
harassed as Washington was could write as much as he did 
is a mystery. In addition to all this manuscript material, Mr. 
Hughes read all that has been published about Washington, 
the British, and the Revolutionary War. He has proof for 
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every controversial statement he makes, which can be ex¬ 
amined in the notes and appendices. This is one biography 
where the mechanism of scholarship must be left exposed. 

George Washington is completely revealed as far as Mr. 
Hughes has taken him. The first volume aroused a storm of 
protest from the various societies of the sons and daughters 
of the Revolution. I wonder what they think of Washington’s 
opinions of the members of his army as expressed in the 
second and third volumes! That Washington should be rep¬ 
resented as a lover of wine, of cards, of dancing, and of fine 
clothes was a sacrilege in the minds of those who had been 
raised on Weems, Sparks, and their followers. Mr. Hughes 
has Washington’s owm words for these and for countless other 
facts which he uses to re-create the man as he really was. 

It would be a waste of time to itemize Mr. Hughes's “icono- 
clasm.” That Washington did not rally the British forces at 
Braddock’s defeat, that he had never been in a real battle until 
after he became Commander-in-Chief of the American army, 
that his failure as a strategist was balanced by the stupidity 
or cupidity of the British generals, that he never knelt in 
the snow at Valley Forge, as so many patriotic pictures would 
have us believe, are just a few of the items that Mr. Hughes 
straightens out in this magnificent book. No one has to be¬ 
lieve Mr. Hughes even though he offers proof. Under his 
pen, George Washington emerges a colossally great man, 
the body, soul, and spirit of the American Revolution. He 
has lost his toga and halo, but he has gained the respect, 
admiration, and love of his intelligent countrymen. 

The author has been as fair to the enemies of Washington 
and his cause as he has been to Washington. He gives credit 
to the British where they deserve it; he presents the real 
case of General Lee and his supposed treachery at the Battle 
of Monmouth; he tells the real story of the famous Conway 
Cabal and General Gates; he proves that General Howe was 
neither stupid nor lazy, for he had a definite reason for re¬ 
fusing to follow up his victories. 

Mr. Hughes’s method is the simple one of fact and proof; 
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there is no “debunking,” no heightening of interest by ficti¬ 
tious methods. Those phases of Washington which cannot be 
subjected to the light of truth are left where they belong, as 
theories. In a style that is easy and yet admirably adapted 
to the importance of the subject, Mr. Hughes is writing a 
biography which will supersede all others, and which will 
have equal value as biography and history. As is the case 
with any great book, this George Washington must be read 
to be appreciated. 

What the future holds for Washington, as a biographical 
subject, no one can say. We can say that no intelligent man 
can write of Washington as did Weems and Sparks and Ban¬ 
croft and their contemporaries. It is doubtful if any biog¬ 
rapher will be able to tell us more about Washington than 
Hughes has done; it is quite possible that an artist in prose 
will be able to write a prose epic of the greatest man that 
America has produced. Washington is our greatest man, and 
Mr. Hughes’s book proves it, because, without his dominant 
spirit, his strength of character, and his spiritual force, there 
would never have been a United States of America. 
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T HE World War, which has been held responsible for 
much that is good and bad in our modern civilization, 
has had some effect on modern biography. Since the war most 
of us have looked at life and men from a point of view much 
different from that of previous generations. We have ques¬ 
tioned everything, from God to government, and we have 
tried to see men and things as they are and were, not as we 
should like to have them. Our scepticism has not been ir¬ 
reverent; we have not been iconoclasts; we have been and are 
trying to seek the truth about the world and the people in it. 
It is no longer the fashion to accept authority; we must in¬ 
vestigate for ourselves. Our fiction has gone beyond realism 
into naturalism and plain reporting; our poetry has taken on 
new and strange forms, some good and some bad; our drama 
has become the medium for examining and generally satiriz¬ 
ing our social customs and habits; our biography has become 
creative or re-creative and sometimes, unfortunately, imagina- 


There are other reasons for our present interest in biog¬ 
raphy. The world has grown larger, and the machine age 
has made man much smaller than he was fifty years ago. Cir¬ 
cumstances have made the average man stationary; he has 
neither the time nor the money to travel and meet different 
kinds of people. At the same time education, the press, the 
mov,es have aroused in him a desire to know the great men 
and women of the past. Modem life has made it impossible 
for the great majority to come in contact with many people; 

st of us live and die in a small groove of life. The fact that 
we may meet many people will give us little or no idea of 
who and what they are. It is doubtful if anyone knew Na 
poleon m his own day as we know him, for we can read at 
east six great biographies of the man. Man and woman can 
come to know each other only by living together. We turn to 
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biography because we can live with a hundred men in a 
year, if we can read rapidly, and we get to know those men 
intimately. 

Modern man is more conscious of himself than was the man 
of a century ago. He tries to find reflections of himself in the 
lives of great men and to act as they acted. That is why many 
men and women read biography. We may find that we are a 
combination of Leonardo da Vinci, Casanova, and George 
Washington. If we read sufficient biographies, we may be able 
to analyze and help ourselves, or find that we are great men, 
denied the opportunity to prove our greatness. These are 
only a few of the reasons for the present popularity of biog¬ 
raphy. 

Biography has made more definite progress in the last 
fifteen years than has any other form of literature. Every 
branch of literature has been the subject of experiment; 
some of the experiments have succeeded, more have failed. 
Modem fiction, modem poetry, and modem drama are in 
various experimental stages, but biography has emerged and 
has taken on, not a new form, but a form that is the logical 
development of the various methods that have been tried 
since 1918. We have seen the rise of the psychological, psy¬ 
chopathic, and pathological methods in life-writing. We have 
seen the two or three volumes of life and letters reduced to 
a sketch, an analysis, or a psychograph. We have seen the 
biography of an earlier day rewritten in modem slang and 
scientific jargon. We have seen facts sacrificed to effect, biog¬ 
raphy made into fiction or plain falsehood. We have seen the 
“debunking” school pulling figures from pedestals and then 
breaking the pedestals. Some of the exhibitions were painful 
to many of us, but the operations eventually saved the patient. 
The journalist who imbibed enough psychology to use some 
of the terms showed us that biography cannot be written that 
way; the psychologist or psychiatrist who tried to intensify 
his subject with the method of the journalist showed that 
biography cannot be written that way. The more serious 
writer who started with a preconceived idea of his subject and 
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used only that source material which would prove his case 
showed us that biography cannot be written that way. The 
critic, turned biographer and always judging the individual 
in terms of his art, showed us that biography cannot be written 
that way. In the chapters that follow, the various types of life¬ 
writing that have been mentioned here will be more fully 
considered. We shall find the old biography appearing at 
frequent intervals (every biographer of this period was not a 
psychologist or a “debunker”; some were writers) falling 
below or rising above the contemporary methods. It is the 
purpose of this section to try to evaluate the biographies, old 
and new, that have been so popular since the World War 
and to show where they succeeded or failed, wholly or 
partially, to live up to the fundamental principle of life¬ 
writing: the re-creation of the man as he really was. 

The period between 1919 and 1935 was the most prolific 
in the history of biographical writing in America. At times, 
the demand seemed to exceed the supply. People became 
interested in the lives of soldiers, statesmen, scientists, novel¬ 
ists, poets, ecclesiastics, suffragists, reformers, prize fighters, 
not as soldiers, statesmen, scientists, and so forth, but as men 
and women. It is only when we are interested in people as 
individuals rather than as folk-heroes that we can write or 
read about them intelligently. 

Apparently, interest in the great men and women of the 
past was not the only reason for the popularity of modem 
biography. The methods used had a great influence on the 
popularity, and these methods had their beginnings, at least, 
abroad. The year 1919 has been chosen as the beginning of 
modern biography because the greatest influences were pub¬ 
lished in that year and in 1918. 

In 1918, Lytton Strachey published Eminent Victorians a 
volume of biographical studies of Cardinal Manning, Florence 
Nightingale, General Gordon, and Arnold of Rugbv. This 
was not Stracheys first book. Landmarks in French Litera- 
tu'e having been published before the war, but it was the 
rst book in which his particular biographical genius was 


i Bo AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 

noticed. It became a best seller here and in England, and he 
became the literary lion of the hour. The appearance of 
Queen Victoria in 1921 seemed to justify all the praise that 
had been heaped on Eminent Victorians. In Books and Char¬ 
acters (1922) Strachey published biographical studies, rang¬ 
ing from Voltaire and Sir Thomas Browne to Lady Hester 
Stanhope, that represent some of his best work in this field. 
Elizabeth and Essex (1928) merely enhanced his reputation 
as a biographer and stylist. Portraits in Miniature (1931) added 
nothing to Strachey’s position, though the portraits are ex¬ 
tremely interesting in themselves. Mr. Strachey’s death in 
1932 brought to a close a career that had really just begun, 
for he was only fifty-two years old when he died. 

Strachey’s methods are outside the province of this study 
of American biography, but some explanation of his influence 
must be given. While Strachey never set forth his theory of 
life-writing as completely as did Maurois or Ludwig, the 
preface to Eminent Victorians tells us as much as we need to 
know. The following passage seems to me to illustrate his 
purpose and his method: 1 

The art of biography seems to have fallen on evil times in 
England. We have had, it is true, a few masterpieces, but we 
have never had, like the French, a great biographical tradi¬ 
tion. . . . With us, the most delicate and humane of all the 
branches of the art of writing has been relegated to the journey¬ 
men of letters: we do not reflect that it is perhaps as difficult to 
write a good life as to live one. Those two fat volumes, with 
which it is our custom to commemorate the dead-who does 
not know them, with their ill-digested masses of material, their 
slip-shod style, their tone of tedious panegyric, their lamentable 
lack of selection, of detachment of design? They are as familiar 
as the cortege of the undertaker, and wear the same air of 
slow, funereal barbarism. One is tempted to suppose, of some 
of them, that they were composed by that functionary, as the 
final item of his job. The studies in this book are indebted, in 
more ways than one, to such works-works which certainly 

1 Eminent Victorians. Harcourt, Brace & Co. N. Y. pp. vi-vu. 
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deserve the name of Standard Biographies. For they have pro¬ 
vided me not only with much indispensable information, but 
with something even more precious—an example. How many 
lessons are to be learned from them! But it is hardly necessary 
to particularize. To preserve, for instance, a becoming brevity 
—a brevity which excludes everything that is redundant and 
nothing that is significant—that, surely, is the first duty of the 
biographer. The second, no less surely, is to maintain his own 
freedom of spirit. It is not his business to be complimentary, 
it is his business to lay bare the facts of the case as he under¬ 
stands them. That is what I have aimed at in this book—to 
lay bare the facts of some cases, as I understand them, dispassion¬ 
ately, impartially, and without ulterior intentions. 


There is no question that Strachey’s first books sounded the 
death knell of the two-volume panegyric, but that he wrote 
with no other intention than to lay bare the facts as he under¬ 
stood them is open to argument. It is sufficient to state here 
that Eminent Victorians and Queen Victoria gave him his 
position as the father of modem biography. 

Lytton Strachey revolutionized biographical writing, for 
he approached biography from a new angle. He was not con¬ 
cerned with his subject’s life as a whole, but rather those 


aspects of it that brought out the individual characteristics. 
Even in Queen Victoria, his only full-length biography, there 
are great gaps in the chronology because those years provided 
nothing new in characterization. Her birth, her accession 
her marriage, and the length of her rule were the principal 
events of her life, the events which made the Victoria who 
gave her name to an age. 

.The subjects in Eminent Victorians are less fully treated 
and Elizabeth and Essex primarily concerns Elizabeth in her 
middle years. Nevertheless we know Manning, Gordon Flor- 
ence Nightingale, Arnold, and Queen Elizabeth when we 
have fin,shed these books, but we do not know them com- 
pletely, and that is one of the faults in Strachey’s method He 
is inclined to show us only one side of the picture the 
ironical side. As a portrayer of character, Strachey is unex 
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celled in modern times; as a true biographer he has limita¬ 
tions, but they were imposed by himself. He succeeded 
admirably in accomplishing the purpose he had in mind. 

Strachey’s art was developed through the choice of his 
subjects. In every instance he took an unusual individual, 
saturated himself with knowledge and then produced the 
essence of the material. Strachey chose his material as care¬ 
fully as a novelist chooses his, for the commonplace, every¬ 
day life of an individual meant nothing to him. He arranged 
his material as a dramatist sets his stage, and achieved the 
same effects. When you have carefully chosen facts arranged 
with dramatic effect and handled by a master of the method 
who has a style as original as the method, you will have a 
work of art. When you have this method used by men who 
have not or cannot choose such facts, who have not the 
ability to dramatize as the master does, and who have not 
acquired a distinctive style, you will have something less than 
art. 

Lytton Strachey was a man of wide and profound knowl¬ 
edge of history, psychology, and human nature. He knew 
what people wanted to know about the great and the famous, 
and he knew how to write. These requisites are lacking in 
many of his disciples and that is why their work falls so far 
below his. Strachey had a genius for irony, together with the 
ability to keep his ironic tone; most of his followers, in try¬ 
ing to imitate his ironic tone, descended to satire or invective, 
neither of which is successful in biography. Strachey seemed 
to take pleasure in trying to lay bare the inmost thoughts of 
his subjects, and always succeeded in showing their littleness 
even though they also had something of the great in their 
characters. His imitators, unable to probe into character and 
mind, sometimes became vulgar and more often untruthful. 
The trouble with Strachey’s method is that it looks so easy 
and in reality is so difficult. Knowledge, culture, genius, and 
a peculiar mentality were combined in Strachey as they have 
been in no biographer who has tried to imitate him. 

I have tried to explain Strachey’s method and the reasons 
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for his success because he has been more widely followed 
in America than any other modern biographer. Many writers 
have learned much from him without succumbing to frank 
imitation; others have followed him slavishly and have failed 
for the reasons given. Many more have been inspired by his 
method and success to work out methods of their own, and 
these have generally succeeded. It is his influence rather 
than his method itself that has helped to raise biography to 
the position of an art. 

Emil Ludwig has had a different influence on our bio¬ 
graphical writing from that exercised by Strachey. Ludwig’s 
purpose seems to be dramatic representation of life. There 
is more movement, more analysis of motivation, more desire 
to get at the whole man in Ludwig than in Strachey. Strachey, 
of course, had the dramatic instinct (we have only to read 
the famous last paragraphs of “Cardinal Manning” and Queen 
Victoria to realize this), but Strachey uses drama only for 
effect while Ludwig bases his entire method on dramatic 
principles. Strachey had developed his method by the time 
he came to write Eminent Victorians; if we follow Ludwig 
from his first long biography, Goethe (1919), through Bis¬ 
marck (1924), to Napoleon (1925) we will see a steady develop¬ 
ment that reached its climax in the last-named life. Ludwig’s 
reputation has suffered in England and America because 
Napoleon was translated before either Bismarck or Goethe. 
He has published a number of biographies which were written 
after Napoleon, but they do not show any improvement in 

technique. As a matter of fact, his popularity has led him to 
write too much. 


It seems that Ludwig’s work more nearly approaches the 
biographical ideal than Strachey's. Ludwigs biographies are 
full and complete; they carry us along with Goethe, Na¬ 
poleon and Bismarck; and we see these men in their successes 
and failures, in their periods of depression and exaltation 

h C T ‘ h k eir 5 haracters devel °P. and we are able to judge 
whether that development is good or bad. We see the man as 

he was to himself and to others. And always there is life in 
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terms of drama, and it is that dramatic method that makes 
Ludwig’s books so interesting. They have not the distinction 
of style, the brevity, the irony that characterize Strachey’s 
writings, but they have a fullness, a rapidity of movement, a 
reality that make for great life-writing. Ludwig’s influence 
has not extended over so long a period as has Strachey’s, but 
it seems to have had a marked effect on American biography, 
a more wholesome effect than the sometimes cruel irony of 
Strachey. 

Andre Maurois is the third European who has influenced 
modern biography. Like Strachey and Ludwig he has con¬ 
tributed something new to life-writing. Strachey desired to 
reform biography; Ludwig has dramatized and vivified it; 
Maurois has made it, according to his own statement, a means 
of self-expression. Maurois has written extensively on the sub¬ 
ject; his book Aspects of Biography, in which he states his 
ideas and beliefs in regard to biography as an art, should be 
read by everyone interested in life-writing. 

Maurois’ three important biographies are Ariel, the Life 
of Shelley (1923), Disraeli (1927), and Byron (1930). The 
first one exemplifies his fundamental principle that biography 
should be a means of self-expression for the author as well 
as an explanation and interpretation of the subject. The 
average person, knowing nothing of Maurois or his method, 
might consider Ariel a historical romance rather than a 
biography, and he would not be far wrong. It has all the 
appearances of a novel based on fact. It is not a complete 
record of Shelley’s life nor is it an interpretation of Shelley’s 
character. The method is too novel to be successful. Ariel was 
very successful in this country, but it had a very bad effect 
in that it tempted writers of biography to use conversation 
to heighten interest; and very frequently that conversation 
had no basis in fact. I believe that Ariel is largely responsible 
for the fictional biography with which we are plagued and 
which is totally untrue. Fictional biography differs from 
biographical fiction in that the latter is fiction based on fact 
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while the former purports to be fact when, in reality, it is the 
product of the writer’s imagination. 

In his second biography, Disraeli, Maurois changed his 
method somewhat, adhering more closely to the conventional 
form, and the third, Byron, is completely conventional in 
form. As biography, Byron is infinitely superior to Ariel. 

Maurois’ method is very much the same as that of Strachey 
and Ludwig. He stresses character and personality rather 
than day-by-day events, which is as it should be. There is no 
reason to believe that Maurois’ method is not his own, al¬ 
though he must have been influenced by the writings of the 
other men. His books are as interesting as Strachey’s, as com¬ 
plete as Ludwig’s, if we except Ariel, and they have the further 
charm of an excellent and individual style. I know of no 
better way of judging the comparative merits of these three 
biographers than to read Queen Victoria, Napoleon, and 
Disraeli. 

There are other names prominent in the new biography 
such as Philip Guedalla, Harold Nicolson, and the American, 
Gamaliel Bradford. Each has contributed to the develop¬ 
ment of modem biography; Bradford has given us what may 
be called a new form. Of the other two, Guedalla has pro¬ 
duced in the Third Empire, Palmerston, and Wellington, 
biographies which will have permanent places in our litera¬ 
ture. This is particularly true of Wellington. In addition to 
these long biographies Guedalla has written a number of 
volumes of excellent biographical essays. 
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T HERE have been numerous writers in America who 
have devoted all their time to biography, or who have, 
at least, written numerous lives. The last fifteen years have 
produced a much larger group of writers who have specialized 
in biography, or have contributed, let us say, more than one 
biography. This chapter will concern itself with these pro¬ 
fessional biographers, and will consider them in the chron¬ 
ological order of their writings. To repeat, there is no definite 
line of demarcation between the lives written before 1919 
and those that have been written since that time, but there 
is a definite influence of the New Biography shown in most 
of the biographies of the later period. 

It is a striking commentary on the growing popularity 
and importance of biography that essayists, poets, novelists, 
teachers, and even scientists have turned to biographical writ¬ 
ing. These workers in other fields turned to biography because 
it was becoming a distinct literary genre and because they 
felt the necessity of writing or rewriting the lives of important 
men and women in the light of modern methods, that they 
might tell the truth about their subjects. 

It was certainly for these reasons that Miss Agnes Repplier 
wrote two of the three biographies which she has published. 
Her first biography, J. William White, M.D., a Biography 
(1919), is the life of a famous Philadelphia surgeon who was 
also something of a personality. Miss Repplier and Dr. White 
were intimate friends for many years, and this intimacy en¬ 
abled the author to present a complete and well-rounded 
picture of her subject. In this excellent biography she has 
caught the spirit of the man as he lived and worked, and we 
know him at least as well as she did. Combined with the high 
quality of the book as biography, is that animated and cul¬ 
tured style of the best of our contemporary familiar essayists. 
Ten years passed before Miss Repplier published Pere 
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Marquette, a life of one of the greatest of the Jesuit mis¬ 
sionaries in America. It is a masterpiece of condensed his¬ 
torical biography, admirably preserving the balance between 
history and life-writing. Our only regret is that the book is 
not longer, for we should like to know more about Father 
Marquette’s early life. Miss Repplier was justified in con¬ 
densing the early years, for her purpose was to tell the story 
of Marquette the missionary and explorer. A comparison of 
this book with Jared Sparks’s essay on Marquette in the 
Library of American Biography will show the progress that 
has been made in biography in a century. Mere Marie of the 
Ursulines; a Study in Adventure (1931) is the best of Miss 
Repplier’s biographies. It is more complete, it has more unity, 
and it was a more interesting subject for the author than the 
other two. Miss Repplier was educated by the Ursuline nuns, 
and she was naturally interested in the foundress of the order. 
In this book (p. 12), the author makes some very pertinent 
remarks regarding religious biography as it had been written 
for centuries. Her principal point is that we are interested in 
the personality of the man or woman who became a priest or 
a nun rather than in religion, piety, and theology. The fact 
that Miss Repplier had a particularly clear view of biography 
is one of the reasons why this book was instantly popular 
and why it can be classed among the best biographies that 
have been written in this particular field. The influence of 
the new biography is very evident in Miss Repplier’s later 
books, but she has also maintained the high standard of the 
best in all biographical writing. 

Don C. Seitz began his career as a biographer in the same 
year as Miss Repplier. His first biography, Artemus Ward , 
was published in 1919. Artemus Ward, whose real name was 
Charles Farrar Browne, was one of the most famous humorists 
of his day. Starting as a reporter, he gradually developed into 
what we call a columnist. He gave up newspaper work for 
ecturing, a field in which he was very successful. He traveled 
into almost every part of the United States and, at the time 
0 is death, was having a huge success in London. Mr. Seitz 
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presents a very complete account of Browne’s life and char¬ 
acter showing that he was much more than a humorist, he 
was something of a philosopher and an artist. This book is 
not only an excellent study of personality, but it is also a 
history of American life in the nineteenth century as re¬ 
flected in the humor of Browne and his contemporaries in 
this field, most of whom are mentioned in the book. With 
the exception of Mark Twain, these early humorists, as well 
as most of the later ones, spoke and wrote in dialect, generally 
yankee, western, or southern, and devoted most of their 
lectures and writings to current topics. For this reason they 
are soon forgotten, and a book like Artemus Ward is needed 
to make us aware that we have a genuine tradition in humor¬ 
ous literature. 

Mr. Seitz’s second biography, Joseph Pulitzer: His Life 
and Letters (1924) is, perhaps, his best book, for he had a 
wide and intimate knowledge of the subject. The author was 
on the staff of the New York World for many years and was 
intimately associated with its famous publisher for varying 
periods. Knowing the man and his work, he was able to 
present an excellent picture of him. Pulitzer’s career was like 
that of many other wealthy Americans. Starting at the bottom 
in St. Louis, he through sheer genius became one of the 
greatest newspaper publishers in America. Instead of recount¬ 
ing this career through its achievements, Mr. Seitz chose to 
develop it by delineating a personality that was unique. In 
this way we can see how Pulitzer was able to make the success 
that he did make and how that unique personality affected 
the entire organization that he developed. The author ad¬ 
mired his subject very much, but he did not allow admira¬ 
tion to color his judgment. This biography presents all sides 
and phases of the man, a man as changeable as the wind. 
It is this kind of life-writing that makes the field such a 
fascinating one, for not all of us have the opportunity to 
come in contact with such a character as Joseph Pulitzer. 

The third long biography had for its subject Horace Gree¬ 
ley j Founder of the New York Tribune (1926)- In all prob- 
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ability, Horace Greeley was the greatest newspaper editor 
that America has seen. Innocent and shrewd, clever and at 
times colossally foolish, a bom newspaper man, Horace Gree¬ 
ley left his stamp on American journalism. He founded the 
Tribune and made it the greatest newspaper of his day. It 
was carried along for some years after his death by the mo¬ 
mentum he had given to it, but it finally lost its place as 
America s premier newspaper, and in the end was absorbed 
by the New York Herald. Greeley was the greatest of the 
generation of great editors, a group which included Raymond 
of the Times, the elder Bennett of the Herald, and Dana of 


the Sun. It w'as his personality and genius that made the 
Tribune the great force of public opinion that it was, par¬ 
ticularly during the Civil War and until Greeley’s death in 
1872. All this and more is told in Seitz’s biography, a straight¬ 
forward narrative which seeks only to tell the truth about 
its subject. Only a professional journalist could write such 
a book and evaluate Horace Greeley as a man, an editor, and 
a great public figure. The fact that Seitz succeeded so well is 
indicative of his skill as a biographer. 

The James Gordon Bennetts appeared in 1928. This is a 
very good account of the lives of the founder of the New 
York Herald and his son. The elder Bennett was primarily a 
reporter, and he gave the impetus to the modern newspaper 
which places emphasis on news rather than on editorial opin¬ 
ion. Bennett did everything he could think of to improve his 
news service; he went out to ships before they docked; he 
established the first Washington office that any American 
newspaper had; and he devised a hundred other schemes to 
get the news before his competitors got it. The result was that 
the Herald provided more news and wielded less influence 
than any other of the great newspapers of the mid-nineteenth 
century. The younger Bennett carried on the original plan 
This book w-ould have been much better if it had been con¬ 
fined to the elder Bennett, for his life was certainly as interest- 
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perhaps Mr. Seitz did not want to take the trouble to find 
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it. Seitz’s latest biography is Lincoln, the Politician of which 
mention has been made in the chapter on Lincoln. 

In addition to these biographies Mr. Seitz has written two 
volumes of short studies, Uncommon Americans (1925) and 
The “Also Rans”: Great Men Who Missed Making the Presi¬ 
dential Goal (1928). The first volume is a collection of factual 
and anecdotal sketches of famous Americans ranging from 
Joseph Smith and Lord Timothy Dexter to Mrs. Mary Baker 
Eddy and David Crockett. There are twenty-one sketches in 
the volume and all are interesting, for the people are un¬ 
common. The sketches are well done, but are too short for 
the reader who wants more than a glimpse of a group of 
people that has no counterpart in any other country or at 
any other time in the world’s history. 

The second volume contains eighteen short biographies of 
the famous men, from Aaron Burr to W. J. Bryan, who were 
unsuccessful candidates for the Presidency. The essays are 
well done, in a journalistic manner, and are really valuable 
because many of these unsuccessful candidates are unknown, 
although they were prominent men in their day. 

Mr. Seitz has achieved success as a biographer because he 
has confined himself to subjects with which he is familiar. 
His four principal biographies are of journalists, and his book 
on Lincoln stresses only that side of Lincoln’s career which 
Mr. Seitz could best handle, and which he probably felt had 
been neglected or misrepresented by Lincoln’s biographers. 
In all his books Seitz has used modem trends in biographical 
writing to the best advantage and has, without adding any¬ 
thing distinctive to the literature, given us uniformly good 
work. 

Don Seitz used none of the mechanism of psychology which 
was becoming increasingly prominent in the early years of 
the third decade of the century. One of the leading exponents 
of the psychological method in biography is Katharine An¬ 
thony. When Miss Anthony published Margaret Fuller: A 
Psychological Biography in 1920, something definitely new 
was added to biographical method. This new method depends 
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for its success on a sound and thorough knowledge of the 
principles of psychology and the ability to analyze character 
by those principles. Miss Anthony’s book broke away from 
all the recognized standards, for she was and is interested, 
not in the facts of a life and their interpretation, but in un¬ 
earthing motives which will enable us to understand the 
character and the actions of a particular individual. Margaret 
Fuller was an unusual woman; she said and did things that 
no other woman of her day would have dared to say or do. 
Miss Anthony asks why, and attempts to answer the ques¬ 
tion. In answering the question the author uses heredity and 
environment, Margaret’s mental aberrations, her dreams, her 
hysteria and her suppressed emotions, her unusual education, 
which was supervised by her father, to explain the woman and 
her achievements. 

This small book is a landmark in American biography. It 
disregards chronology and character development and says 
little concerning the part Miss Fuller played in the Trans¬ 
cendental Movement in America. Chronology means nothing 
to the psychologist. It is the abnormal rather than the normal 
which occupies the attention of this school, and Margaret 
Fuller s interest in transcendentalism was perfectly natural 
in view of her early training and her nature. There is little 
theorizing in this book, for Margaret Fuller put into her 
journals and other writings just the sort of material best suited 
to the psychologist. Miss Anthony neither condemns nor de¬ 
fends her subject; she merely analyzes her, and the analysis 
is the explanation of that complex character, Margaret 
Fuller. Some may say this method is good, some may not like 
it. Used as a means of developing the whole character of a 
man or woman, it is excellent; used alone, it places insur¬ 
mountable limitations on a biographer because the unusual 
the abnormal, is only part of the story. We may understand 
the subject of a psychological analysis, but we cannot truly 
know him or imagine how he looked or acted under normal 
conditions. The picture of a disembodied soul is hardly the 
stuff of good biography. 
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Miss Anthony’s method was new when she wrote Margaret 
Fuller; when she wrote Catherine the Great (1925) she had 
more thoroughly mastered that method and had made it a 
much more flexible instrument of biographical portrayal. 
Catherine was a more stable character than Margaret Fuller 
and intellectually superior to her, although she did not have 
Margaret’s genius. In this book the author looks for an ex¬ 
planation of Catherine’s conduct as empress and woman, and 
she finds it in Catherine’s early training and in the years when 
she was the wife of the Czarevitch, years in which she had to 
submit to every kind of humiliation and degradation. This ex¬ 
planation seems to be the correct one, for here again Miss 
Anthony had a wealth of material from Catherine’s own 
hand—diaries, letters, and state papers. As a study of the 
woman who was, perhaps, the greatest of the “Autocrats of 
All the Russias,’’ Catherine the Great is an excellent book, 
even though it does overemphasize her love affairs. 

Miss Anthony’s next biography, Queen Elizabeth (1929), 
falls below Catherine the Great because she tried to refine or 
distill both method and style. Queen Elizabeth was on the 
throne during the greatest period of English history—some 
say she made the period great—and her life was as full as 
that of any woman who ever lived. The author tried to tell 
the story of that life in a few hundred pages. She failed be¬ 
cause Elizabeth’s life will not permit such compression. She 
was only the central spirit of Elizabethan England, and to 
understand her life we must know more than a psychological 
analysis of one character, however good it may be, can tell 
us. Queen Elizabeth is no more than a disjointed account, 
based on secondary instead of primary sources. Even Strachey 
used only one period of Elizabeth’s life in Elizabeth and 
Essex because he realized that her character was completely 
revealed at that time. We certainly cannot know Elizabeth 
if we depend only on Miss Anthony’s book, and that should 
be the test of every first-class biography. 

Marie Antoinette (1932) is Miss Anthony’s latest biography 
and it is very good, although it does not equal Catherine the 
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Great. It is a complete study of the unfortunate queen, but 
it is a little too concise, a little too psychological, a little too 
bare in terms of humanity. It has the latest and what seems 
to be the best point of view in regard to Marie Antoinette’s 
responsibility for the French Revolution, but it is lacking in 
the portrayal of a very human woman w'ho w'as forced to live 
a very artificial life and was driven by circumstances to the 
frivolities and extravagances w'hich helped to bring her house 
about her head. 

Miss Anthony was one of the earliest psychological biog¬ 
raphers but she has not developed w r ith the times. Psychology 
alone cannot explain human nature. Man is a creature of cir¬ 
cumstance as well as the master of his ow r n destiny. A biog¬ 
raphy must show all the influences that have affected an in¬ 
dividual; it will not be complete if it gives only one side of 
the picture. If a man or woman is historically important, we 
must have enough of the historical background in the book 
to make the subject real and human. That is the principal 
fault in the purely psychographical method; it uses nothing 
but the individual himself and he is rarely enough. Miss 
Anthony s books are well written and always interesting, but 
they fail to reach the highest standards in life-writing. 

Napoleon Bonaparte is a greater figure in the world’s his¬ 
tory than Marie Antoinette; consequently, he has been the 
subject of innumerable biographies, social, political and 
historical, sympathetic and condemnatory, dispassionate and 
prejudiced. And still they come. Many were written by Ameri¬ 
cans in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; these 
have been mentioned in Chapters II and III. In 1921 there 
appeared the first of four Napoleonic biographies by Walter 
Geer. So far as I know, Mr. Geer has written on no other 
subject, but he has certainly exhausted this one. Napoleon. 
An Intimate Biography is, as the title indicates, a study of 
the personality and actions of the man as an individual. The 
author admires Napoleon very much, but he is not blind to 
his faults of character or errors of judgment. He tries to 
present a fair picture of Napoleon the man, the soldier, the 
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statesman. He succeeds very well in view of the fact that, in 
his plan, the book is necessarily incomplete. In 1925 he pub¬ 
lished two more of the series, Napoleon and Josephine; the 
Rise of the Empire and Napoleon and Marie-Louise ; the Fall 
of the Empire. They are admirable studies of Napoleon dur¬ 
ing these two periods of his life and of the influence his two 
wives had on his career. Mr. Geer believes that Josephine 
was the only woman Napoleon ever loved and that he loved 
her all his life. This is the generally accepted judgment on 
the question, but Geer emphasizes it by the manner in which 
he presents the married life of the two and their divorce. He 
is a strong supporter of Josephine, and occasionally he over¬ 
looks some of her indiscretions. This point of view is readily 
understandable to anyone who has read extensively on the 
subject. The second volume, in which Marie-Louise is the 
wife, is particularly good, for it gives her her proper place 
in Napoleon’s life, the mother of his son. The fourth volume, 
Napoleon and his Family; the Story of a Corsican Clan (1927), 
was written to prove that the family, his brothers and sisters, 
were more responsible for Napoleon’s downfall than he was 
himself. Whether or not we accept this argument, it is an 
interesting one and the author does full justice to it. These 
four books constitute as complete a record of the personal and 
family angle of Napoleon’s life as there is in English, and are 
a distinct contribution to Napoleonic literature. They are 
written in an easy, informal style quite in keeping with the 
manner in which Geer chose to treat the life of Napoleon. 
There is, naturally, a good deal of repetition in the four 
volumes, but they never become tiresome. 

Scholarly biography kept pace with the popular type in 
the New Biography era. There are no better examples of 
scholarship in biography than Lewis Freeman Mott’s Ernest 
Renan (1921) and Sainte-Beuve (1925). The first is an excel¬ 
lent and complete study of the life and work of the great 
French Biblical scholar. The redeeming feature of the book 
is that it maintains a perfect balance between biography and 
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criticism. Most critical biographies are biographies in name 
only, but Professor Freeman narrates Renan's life just as 
fully as he interprets his work. Sainte-Beuve seems to be an 
even better book than Ernest Renan, for it was the first com¬ 
plete account of the literary historian and critic in any lan¬ 
guage. It is much more complete than Professor Harper’s 
book and a more complete criticism of Sainte-Beuve’s work, 
for Freeman was not limited by editorial requirements. When 
we read the average critical biography with its two or three 
chapters of biographical facts and its five or six chapters of 
minute research into matters that are of little importance, we 
realize the superiority of such work as Professor Freeman has 
given us in his biographies. The point of emphasis is that 
they are biographies and not theses. 

A different kind of biography, but of the same qua^ty, 
is to be found in the Reverend Peter Guilday’s Life and Times 
of John Carroll, Archbishop of Baltimore (1735-181 5) (1922) 
and Life and Times of John England, First Bishop of Charles¬ 
ton (1786-1842) (1927). There is as admirable a combination 
of biography and history in these books as there is of biog¬ 
raphy and criticism in Freeman s writings. John Carroll was 
a member of the Carroll family of Maryland, and this con¬ 
nection gave him a definite social and political standing in 
Colonial and Revolutionary America. After the war he was 
created the first bishop and then archbishop cf Baltimore, 
the primary Catholic bishopric in the United States. Father 
Guilday tells the story of Carroll’s long and useful life against 
a background of American history in such a complete man¬ 
ner that the book is an invaluable source for historians of 
church and state in the United States. The Life ... of John 
England ... is a very complete account of Bishop Eng¬ 
land’s career and of the history of the Roman Catholic Church 
m ^ South - books are very well written. If the history 
of die times occasionally overshadows the biography of the 
individual, it is unavoidable. The fact that this happens so 
seldom is a point in the author's favor. 
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One of the results of the Stracheyan influence on modem 
biography is the habit of using attractive and sometimes mis¬ 
leading titles for biographies or biographical sketches. Em¬ 
inent Victorians opened the floodgates for such titles, which 
will occur again and again. One of the earliest of these in 
American biography is Strenuous Americans (1923), by Roy 
F. Dibble. No one can deny the aptness of this title, for the 
subjects of his very entertaining and graphic sketches cer¬ 
tainly led strenuous lives. In these studies of Jesse James, 
Admiral Dewey, Brigham Young, Frances E. Willard, James 
J. Hill, P. T. Bamum, and Mark Hanna, Mr. Dibble picked 
a group of representative nineteenth-century Americans whose 
lives were interesting as well as strenuous. He was not able 
to give sufficient space to any one of his subjects, but he did 
make his accounts read well, which is, perhaps, all that he 
intended. A book of this kind, of no particular value in it¬ 
self, often leads to a definite interest in some or all of the 
subjects. If it does that, it has accomplished something. 

Mr. Dibble's first essay in biography was Albion W. Tour- 
gte (1921). This is a short biographical and critical sketch of 
a northern “carpet-bagger” who became a member of the 
Supreme Court of North Carolina after the Civil War. He 
is best known, however, as the author of novels presenting the 
political and racial problems of the post-war South. Among 
these are Bricks Without Straw and The Invisible Empire, 
which are really studies in northern disillusionment, for 
Tourg^e seems to have been an honest, though misguided, 
man. 

Following Strenuous Americans, Dibble published John L. 
Sullivan; an Intimate Biography in 1925. This is a good, 
journalistic account of the “Boston Strong Boy,” the most 
colorful of all our heavyweight pugilists. The fact that such 
a biography could be successful, for it was, is an indication 
of the popularity of biography in the last ten years. Sullivan s 
life was not one that requires skilful interpretation or any 
Darticular art in presentation; it had all the elements of ro- 
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mance in it, and these the author used to the best advantage. 
For his next book, Mr. Dibble chose an equally romantic 
subject, but one that was not exactly suited to his abilities. 
Mohammed (1926) is a sketchy, popular account of the 
founder of a great religion. It is not very accurate in fact and 
totally lacking in interpretation. One cannot write of Mo¬ 
hammed in terms of John L. Sullivan. 

M. R. Werner belongs to the same school of biographers 
as Mr. Dibble, but the former is in the upper grades. He 
has written three popular lives, and each one is good in its 
class. His first life was Barnum (1923). This is a very interest¬ 
ing and accurate account of the great showman. For those 
who have not the time or the inclination to read Bamum’s 
autobiography, The Struggles and TriumphsofP. T. Barnum, 
Mr. Werner’s book is an excellent substitute. His book is 
based of course on the autobiography, and he made remark¬ 
ably good use of his material. No book on Barnum can be 
as interesting as his own account of his own career, for it is 
as honest an autobiography as can be found. Werner did tone 
down some of Bamum’s enthusiasms, and he filled in the 
spaces to complete the life record of one of our unique public 
figures. 


For his second book, Mr. Werner took a larger and much 
more difficult subject. In Brigham Young (i 9 s 5 ). the author 
had to deal with three subjects: Mormonism; Joseph Smith, 
its founder; and Young, its greatest prophet. Based on the 
Book of Mormon and the published writings of Smith and 
Young, this book is really a history of Mormonism with Brie- 
ham Young as its central figure. It would be impossible to 
vrite the life of Brigham Young without introducing Joseph 
Smith and the religion that he founded, because Young’s 
place in history was achieved only through Smith and Mor- 
monism. There are figures in history who cannot be treated 
exclusively as individuals, and Young is such a figure. Mor- 
momsm gave him the opportunity to become one of the great¬ 
est leaders and executives that this country has ever seen 
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The author proves the necessity for his extensive background 
in his development of his central figure. The book deals very 
fairly with Young and with Mormonism, although it is diffi¬ 
cult to steer a middle course in such a highly controversial 
subject. It will not be acceptable to Mormons, but neither 
will any other book on the subject be accepted by Mormons 
if written by a Gentile, because he cannot see their religion 
as they see it. It seems essentially true, and it is an important 
item in American biography and history. 

Mr. Werner’s third biography, Bryan, appeared in 1929. 
To an admirer of the “Boy Orator of the Platte” this book 
may seem unsympathetic; to a follower of Bryan it is probably 
blasphemous; to the disinterested student of men and history 
it seems a fair, although inadequate, account of a man who 
was a combination of folk-hero, prophet, demagogue, poli¬ 
tician, and fanatic. A biographer of Mr. Werner’s school can¬ 
not resist the temptation that such a subject as W. J. Bryan 
presents. If one does not try to penetrate below the surface 
in the character of a man like Bryan, one can hardly avoid 
indulging in the modem biographical pastime of “debunk¬ 
ing.” Even when the surface is broken there is little to show 
that Bryan was the great man that his idolaters would have 
us believe he was. Mr. Werner has not said the last word on 
Bryan, but he has given an interesting contemporary account. 
It will be for the biographer and historian of the future to 
strike a balance in his career or to dismiss him as a “sport.” 

Mr. Werner’s work, so far, has been along the popular 
lines of life-writing. He has made no independent investiga¬ 
tions; he has made little attempt at sincere interpretation 
of character; he has merely told us the stories of the lives of 
three famous Americans. His method was popular for a time, 
but it seems to have lost some of its force, for the best biog¬ 
raphy of today (1935) ^ turning to a more serious method 
of presentation. Attractive backgrounds and a novel method 
of approach are still virtues in biographical writing, but we 
are also demanding more care in writing and keener analysis 
than Mr. Werner has given us. 
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Whatever may be its faults, the New Biography has the 
virtue of drawing the best writers to its practice. Freed from 
the necessity of writing traditionally, men have turned to 
biography as an art as well as a means of telling the truth 
about famous or great men. The old method attracted few 
independent minds; the new method not only attracts them 
but leads them further than they had intended going when 
they started. The New Biography demands the reinterpreta¬ 
tion of many of our statesmen and public figures because new 
light and new truths can be revealed to a reading public that 
has ceased to be entirely partial. When a man of superior 
intellect, of ability in research, sound judgment, and good 
taste turns to biographical writing the results are bound to 
be good. 

Claude M. Fuess belongs to this class of modern biog¬ 
raphers, and his art has developed steadily since the publica¬ 
tion of his first biography in 1923. The Life of Caleb Cushing 
is a long narrative of a prominent statesman, jurist, and diplo¬ 
mat. It required two volumes for Professor Fuess to tell the 
story of a busy and varied life, and it is well told. The faults 
of this biography are faults common to new biographers who 
have more than enough source material. Professor Fuess was 
neither completely the master of his material here—for he 
gives us more detail than is necessary—nor had he learned that 
selection is one of the essentials of all art. Nevertheless, this 
life is worthy of a place beside the best of American political 
and diplomatic biographies. It was the least successful of all 
of Fuess’s biographies because the subject was unknown to 
a large majority of people. The average reader of biography 
wants to know the lives and characters of those men who 
received notoriety as well as fame, rather than those who have 
achieved only fame. 

In Rufus Choate ; Wizard of the Law (1928) Professor Fuess 
seems to have chosen, or been given, a subject which par¬ 
ticularly interested and suited him. Written for a series of 
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popular biographies, this book is a little masterpiece. Rufus 
Choate was a famous lawyer and orator in the early nineteenth 
century; he was equally famous for his learning and his wit. 
The author managed to crowd into a small space everything 
that is essential to a complete picture and thorough under¬ 
standing of the great lawyer. The charm of the book lies in 
its informality, an informality that makes the man essentially 
human without sacrificing any of the dignity that was his by 
nature and position. I emphasize this method because in¬ 
formality in modern biography so frequently leads to a 
patronizing or contemptuous point of view on the part of 
the biographer and to a false impression in the mind of the 
reader. This author succeeds in avoiding both these mistakes. 

Daniel Webster appeared in 1930. This is biography- 
modern, classical, or whatever you choose to call it—at its 
best. In form and style, in method and execution, it conforms 
to every standard of biography and of literature. It will rank 
with Paine’s Mark Twain and Beveridge’s Marshall and Lin¬ 
coln as one of the finest biographies in our literature. Daniel 
Webster is a difficult subject for a modem biographer because 
he can be belittled as easily as he can be given the place that 
is rightly his, the place of a great lawyer, a greater orator, 
and one of the greatest of constructive statesmen. Daniel 
Webster is primarily and always a biography, but it is also a 
part of the literature of constitutional history and American 
politics. There is no phase of Webster’s brilliant career that 
is not fully treated, and no act of his private life, as far as 
that is known, that is omitted. Every incident, every phase 
is given its proper place and importance, and almost every 
act of the man is judged in the light of its circumstances and 
from the objective and impartial point of view of the biog¬ 
rapher. The chapters on the famous lawsuits and debates in 
which Webster took part are as complete and as clear as the 
chapters on his private and personal life. Webster was a great 
man, a careless man, and a weak man. His character is an 
open book to the reader who finishes Professor Fuess’s biog¬ 
raphy. and no one who starts it can lay it aside until he has 
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finished it. Written in a style that is exactly suited to the 
subject, presented with a nicety of balance that is almost 
unique in modem biography, this life is the best account 
that has been or will be written of Daniel Webster. 

Professor Fuess’s latest biography is Carl Schun, Reformer 
(1932). This life of the famous German is unusually complete 
and shows his development from a young radical, through his 
experiences in the Civil War and Reconstruction, to the 
point where he became one of the really liberal statesmen 
of his day and a powerful influence in the period of national 
housecleaning that followed the Gilded Age. This book is 
as fine a biography as Daniel Webster and is, perhaps, even 
more finely attuned to the personality of its subject than the 
earlier book. Webster’s career was one of steady progress; 
Schurz’s had more lights and shadows in it, and the biog¬ 
raphy is all the more remarkable in that we are sympathetic 
toward the man that Fuess re-creates because, though he made 
a serious mistake in lining up with the Radicals after the 
Civil War, he did his best to correct that mistake in later 
life. 

With the exception of a biographical record of Amherst 
graduates, these four books represent Professor Fuess’s con¬ 
tribution to life-writing in America, thus far. They have 
placed him in the first rank of American biographers, and 
there is every reason to suppose that Fuess will continue his 
work in the field he has chosen and which he has done so 
much to elevate. 

As a biographer, Henry Dwight Sedgwick takes rank with 
the best in America. His first biography was a short life of 
Father Hecker, founder of the Paulist Fathers, published in 
1898. This was followed by a life of Samuel de Champlain 
(1903) and Francis Parkman (1904) in the “American Men 
of Letters Series.” He has also written books on Marcus 
Aurelius and Dante, but it was not until 1923 that he began 
his career as a modem biographer. Every one of the earlier 
books is good, particularly the one on Parkman, but they 
are not comparable to his later work. In 1923, he published 
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Ignatius Loyola; an Attempt at an Impartial Biography. It 
seems that this book is much more than an attempt; it is an 
achievement. The founder of the Jesuits is not an easy subject 
for a biographer. For centuries his life was obscured by leg¬ 
ends, hatreds, and idealizations. There have been and still 
are great differences of opinion regarding Loyola among 
Catholic writers; consequently, it is surprising to find an 
American Protestant the writer of such an excellent biography 
as this. Very wisely, Mr. Sedgwick confined his book to the 
life of Ignatius and left the history of his order to others. The 
famous Spiritual Exercises, other religious writings, and his 
enormous correspondence form the basis for any life of the 
great Spaniard, and it is the skilful use of these sources to 
develop the character of Saint Ignatius that makes the book 
a work of art. Loyola speaks for himself wherever possible 
and, as we follow him from birth to death, we see and hear 
him as he lived. Not every man can explain himself, but 
Loyola knew exactly what he was doing and why he was 
doing it. The author so thoroughly understood his subject 
that he was able to extract from the vast sources just those 
parts of the writings which give a complete material and 
spiritual picture of the man. When we have finished this book 
we know the man, know why he suddenly turned to God for 
inspiration, and finally, w T e know' a great deal about the origin 
and early development of the Society of Jesus. There is no 
controversy in this book, no judgment passed on Ignatius the 
priest, the theologian. It is concerned only with the narra¬ 
tion of a great life and with the attempt to develop that life 
from the facts as we have them. Not the least important quali¬ 
ties of this book are its restraint and liberality. Its style appears 
to be as simple as its content, but both are the results of 
years of writing and study. 

Cortes the Conqueror; the Exploits of the Earliest and 
Greatest of the Gentlemen Adventurers in the New World 
(1926) is, in some respects, complementary to Ignatius Loyola . 
Where Loyola set out to conquer a spiritual empire, Cortes 
planned the conques' of a material empire of gold, silver, 
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and precious stones. Both succeeded, both have gained im¬ 
mortality; it is a matter of opinion as to the value of their 
respective conquests, though there can be no doubt as to the 
higher significance of Loyola’s quest. In Cortes the Conqueror 
we have the fusion of the judicious biographer with the 
capable historian. It was necessary to place Cortes in his his¬ 
torical background, for he is a historical figure as Loyola 
is a religious figure. The difference in method in these two 
books is only further evidence of Mr. Sedgwick s art. We 
have as complete a picture of Cortes as we have of Loyola, 
but it is a picture of a man in action, not knowing where 
that action will carry him. Both of these Spaniards were great 
men, with a difference, and it is because each of these lives 
shows us the difference in the men that they are biographies 
of the first class. 

In La Fayette (1928), Mr. Sedgwick maintains the standard 
which he established with Ignatius Loyola and Cortes the 
Conqueror. He is as much at home in the France and America 
of the eighteenth century as he was in the Spain of the six¬ 
teenth century. Again, there is here that combination of biog¬ 
raphy and history which enables us to understand the times 
and their influence on Lafayette and to see Lafayette himself 
as he really was. La Fayette is an impartial, a classical biog¬ 
raphy which shows us the whole man and the relative im¬ 
portance of his American experience in his long life and his 
equally long fight for liberty. This is the first biography of 
Lafayette that I have read which tells the whole story and the 
whole truth about this citizen of France and honorary citizen 
of the United States. 

Mr. Sedgwick has written two other historical biographies, 
Henry of Navarre (1930) and the Life of Edward the Black 
Prince 1330-1376 (1932). They are of the same quality and 
texture as the earlier books and they have the same perfection 
of method and simplicity of style. In 1931, the author pub¬ 
lished the one literary biography of his later period, Alfred 
de Musset, 1810-1837; a Biography. The method used here 
is very much the same as the method in Ignatius Loyola. It 
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is a simple biographical narrative of de Musset’s life with com¬ 
paratively little criticism of his poetry. In this Mr. Sedgwick 
seems to follow his natural interest in biography, which is 
the development of personality. He uses the poetry to il¬ 
luminate de Musset s character, but he does not commit the 
fault of so many modem biographers, that of trying to explain 
the man in terms of his work alone. In this book, too, Sedg¬ 
wick shows his inevitable good taste by putting de Musset’s 
love affairs in their proper place. He does not slight them; 
he gives them the emphasis that they actually had, minor 
notes in the life symphony of a genius. 

Taking Mr. Sedgwick’s work as a whole, we find that he is 
one of the major figures in modem American biography. The 
evidence of his historical scholarship is obvious on every 
page of his writings. Not only does he know and under¬ 
stand history, but what is more important, he knows and 
understands men. In spite of the fact that he is a historical 
biographer, Mr. Sedgwick never allows history to obscure the 
figure of his subject. It is only by a study of his work that 
we can realize the time and effort that have gone into the 
making of his art. Such simplicity of style and method is 
deceptive because it seems so easy to do. If we look over Mr. 
Sedgwick’s subjects, we discover that each man had a romantic 
career and that Mr. Sedgwick has been able to make that 
romance real to us. More than that no biographer can ac¬ 
complish. 

The difference between Henry Dwight Sedgwick and Pro¬ 
fessor Robert McElroy is the difference between a biographer 
who uses history as a means of explaining great men and a 
historian who tries to write biography using historical meth¬ 
ods. Professor McElroy’s Grover Cleveland, the Man and the 
Statesman (1923), is a conventional, authorized biography of 
a great man rather than a great statesman. We do not see much 
of the man because the author was more interested in politics 
and history than he was in human nature. It was Cleveland’s 
honesty, courage, and tenacity of purpose that made him 
Governor of New York and President of the United States. 



THE BIOGRAPHERS 


205 


Because his biographer hastens over his early life and entirely 
omits some of the characteristic incidents of his private life 
which should have been explained, we are never conscious 
of the forces that made a great man of Grover Cleveland. We 
are no longer interested in merely the public life of a prom¬ 
inent man; we want to know the circumstances, accidental 
or otherwise, that brought him to his high position, and we 
want to know wherein lay his strength and his weakness. 
There is little analysis of character in this biography of Cleve¬ 
land, and less real knowledge. Professor McElroy filled two 
large volumes with a history of the United States as it affected 
and was affected by Grover Cleveland. This sort of biography 
no longer satisfies us, for we are interested in personality w'hen 
we read biography. Professor McElroy’s second biography was 
Levi Parsons Morto n (1930). This life, done in the same man¬ 
ner as the Cleveland book, is less interesting because Morton, 
Vice-President during Harrison’s administration, was obvi¬ 
ously a much' less important man than Cleveland. 


Thomas Beer has what Professor McElroy lacks, a bio¬ 
graphical point of view and the knowledge that all subjects 
cannot be given the same treatment. In Stephen Crane: A 
Study in American Letters (1923), we have an excellent ex¬ 
ample of sympathetic, imaginative biography. Mr. Beer has 
told all there is to be known, at present, about Crane. It was 
certainly interest in the man’s life and writings that led Beer 
to the writing 0 f this book. His sympathetic interest did not 
blind him to Crane’s many faults, but it did enable him to 
interpret Crane, putting in his own theories as theories, to 
account for the many inexplicable actions of Crane’s life ' 
Jl anm (1929) is a totally different kind of book from 
Stephen Crane. The author says it is not a biography. That 
IS true, but it is a remarkable character appraisal of the man 
who made William McKinley President of the United States 
and whom Walter Davenport, the cartoonist, immortalized 
in his cartoons, depicting Hanna as dressed in clothes pat- 
eme wit the dollar mark. Hanna begins in the middle of 
ark Hanna s life. Weaving backward and forward, it man- 
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ages to include every characteristic that made Hanna what 
he was. A conventional, chronological account might have 
succeeded as well as Mr. Beer’s method succeeds here. In 
this small book, the author not only succeeds in re-creating 
Hanna as he really was, but in giving an excellent running 
account of the history of the period, and the part that Hanna 
played in it. 

In these two books Mr. Beer has contributed to the litera¬ 
ture as well as to the art of biography; he has made bril¬ 
liant contributions in the orthodox and the unorthodox man¬ 
ner. 

M. A. De Wolfe Howe has been a prominent figure in 
biographical editing and writing for many years. His early 
book on George Bancroft has been mentioned, and some of 
his short studies will be considered in a later chapter. Mr. 
Howe’s most prominent life is Barrett Wendell and his Letters 
(1924). This biography, which received the Pulitzer Prize in 
1924, is made up largely of letters which tell almost the 
whole story of Wendell’s life and career as Professor of Eng¬ 
lish at Harvard, where he was a landmark for forty years. 
His letters are literature of a very high quality, and Mr. 
Howe used excellent judgment in his selection. The mate¬ 
rial in the book is, however, very selective and tlie character 
of Wendell seems to be incomplete. In 1929 Howe pub¬ 
lished James Ford Rhodes, American Historian. This is an 
interesting, charming, and very proper biography of the 
historian, probably written at the request of his family. Mr. 
Howe wove Rhodes’s correspondence into the text in an 
admirable fashion, constructing a book that is all that an 
appreciative memoir should be. There seems to be some¬ 
thing lacking in this book as there was in Barrett Wendell 
and his Letters. They are literary appreciations in two di¬ 
mensions instead of three-dimensional biographies. All the 
good points of the subjects are stressed, but they seem to 
have had no faults. Moorfield Storey (1932) is written in the 
same strain, and all three books represent the old method 
of saying very little that is significant of the real man, and 
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thus give a decidedly biased impression of men who must have 
had some faults. 


3 

The number of professional biographers increased as bi¬ 
ography became more popular. Nearly all of them were 
disciples of, or were greatly influenced by Strachey, Gue- 
dalla, Maurois, and others. Some of these professional bi¬ 
ographers tried to develop the ironic and dramatic qualities 
that made Strachey famous, and failed because they lacked 
his culture, his knowledge of human nature, and his style. 
Others, beginning in this strain, gradually developed a 
method and style of their own. Herbert S. Gorman belongs 
to the latter group. His first biography, A Victorian Ameri¬ 
can, Henry W. Longfellow (1926), is a product of the Stra¬ 
chey school, done in extremely bad taste. It is flippant, 
deprecatory, and sometimes vulgar. Mr. Gorman seemed to 
think that ridicule and irony are the same thing. They are 
not. In trying to make Longfellow a ridiculous figure, the 
author succeeded only in making himself ridiculous. In his 
desire for informality, Mr. Gorman constantly speaks of 
Longfellow as Henry. I am not a hero worshiper, but I do 
think that there is a certain respect due to such men as 
Longfellow. In his criticism, the author uses The Children’s 
Hour, The Village Blacksmith, and other universally known 
pieces of Longfellow as the standard by which he judges 
him as a poet. Whether or not this was intentional I do not 
know, but it does show that, in 1926, Mr. Gorman had 
much to learn about criticism. He said very little about the 
poetic qualities of Paul Revere’s Ride, The Courtship of 
Miles Standish, and Hiawatha, and seemed entirely unaware 
of the sonnets of Longfellow. Mr. Gorman’s method of pro¬ 
cedure can be justified on the ground of a preconceived 
opinion of Longfellow, but no biographer may choose only 
those phases of a man’s life and only that part of a man’s 
work which will prove his thesis. If he does so, he is being 
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false to himself and to his readers, and very unjust to his 
subject. 

Hawthorne; a Study in Solitude (1927) was written by 
Mr. Gorman for the “Murray Hill Biographies.” It is a 
small volume giving the principal facts of Hawthorne’s life 
and some comment on his major workings. The tone of the 
book is set by the subtitle: A Study in Solitude. Mr. Gorman 
leaves the impression that Hawthorne spent the whole of his 
life physically and mentally isolated from the world, thus 
explaining the uniqueness of Hawthorne’s work. Hawthorne 
lived and worked in the world and was thoroughly aware of 
the great changes and movements that were abroad in New 
England and the rest of the United States. It was only with 
the experience gained in the w'orld that he was able to write 
Mosses from an Old Manse, The Scarlet Letter; and The 
House of the Seven Gables. It was only by looking into the 
souls of other men, as well as his own, that he perfected his 
art. Mr. Gorman would have us believe that Hawthorne’s 
art was a matter of spontaneous generation, that it grew of 
and by itself. In representing Hawthorne as a recluse, the 
author gives us a picture entirely out of focus. The criticism 
in this volume is much better than in the one on Longfellow; 
in fact it is surprisingly orthodox. 

Mr. Gorman went far afield for a subject in Dumas, the 
Incredible Marquis (1929). This is a very long and complete 
biography of a man whose own life was almost as romantic as 
his writings. In this book Gorman had an opportunity to dis¬ 
play his talents, and he made the most of it. It is, at once, 
more and less conventional than either of the earlier books. 
The romance of Dumas’ career could not help influencing 
his biographer, and the flamboyancy of Dumas’ character 
allows his biographer to indulge in the fictional style popular 
at the moment. There is gusto and life in the book as there 
was gusto and a joy of life in Dumas. The book seems to be 
fundamentally accurate and true, even though the author 
does occasionally set his stage and move his characters im¬ 
aginatively rather than accurately. On the other hand, there 



THE BIOGRAPHERS 


209 


is no incident in the book that might not have happened. 
The character of such a volatile genius as Dumas is an al¬ 
most perfect vehicle for the modern imaginative biography. 
Of its type, this life is very good because it re-creates not only 
the man but the immortal spirit that was in the creator of 
The Three Musketeers and The Count of Monte Cristo. 

Mr. Gorman’s latest biography, The Scottish Queen 
(1932), is much superior to anything else that he has done. 
Mary Stuart is one of the most difficult of all biographical 
subjects to handle, for no one can be entirely unprejudiced 
when writing of her. As far as it is humanly possible, Mr. 
Gorman has told her story without fear or favor, and has 
produced the best biography of the tragic queen that we have 
in English. The literature on the subject is enormous, but 
the author seems to have made the best use of the best of it. 
In writing a life of Mary, Queen of Scots, a biographer must 
pass judgment on widely divergent points of view. To some, 
Mary was an insincere, unfaithful woman and a bad queen; 
to others she was a victim of circumstances and a pawn in a 
great political game. Mr. Gorman does not adopt either point 
of view; he tries to explain the woman in the light of her 
character, of her difficult position, and of the history of the 
times. The queen, as Mr. Gorman sees her, was both weak 
and strong, indiscreet and sometimes reckless, but loyal to 
her class and her church. She w*as a very human and very 
beautiful woman, and the fact that she was human and 
feminine and beautiful helped to bring about her downfall. 
Her heart often ruled her head, and her passion sometimes 
clouded her judgment. She made many serious mistakes, and 
they were used against her when the proper time arrived. Her 
nature made of her life a tragedy, for, given her character, 
her end was inevitable. It is this tragedy, as Mr. Gorman de¬ 
velops it, that makes his book a biography of great im¬ 
portance. It is his interpretation of those conflicting passions 
and desires that enables us to see her as she really was, as a 
woman and as a queen. Some have made her all woman, 
others, all queen; Mr. Gorman saw her as both. 



210 


AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 


There were famous and great people in Mary’s life, and 
Mr. Gorman fills in his canvas with lifelike, if not life-size, 
portraits of them. Her brother; her husbands, Damley and 
Both well; her secretary, Rizzio; her worst enemy, John Knox; 
and her greatest enemy, Queen Elizabeth, live in this book 
as completely as Mary herself. These are the principal play¬ 
ers in the tragedy of the Scottish queen, and each is given his 
proper place and importance. The extreme value of these 
secondary biographies will be realized by anyone familiar with 
the story of Mary’s life. 

As we have pointed out, there is a great change in Mr. Gor¬ 
man’s work from the flippant study of Longfellow to the dis¬ 
tinguished biography of Mary Stuart. In the latest book there 
is a firmness of texture, an individuality of style, a mastery of 
material and method, and a soundness of judgment that are 
entirely lacking in the first biography. In short, Mr. Gorman 
has made remarkable progress in his art, and The Scottish 
Queen is entitled to a prominent position among the best of 
modem biographies. In one respect, however, Mr. Gorman 
has not yet thrown off the influence of the fictional school of 
biography. He still likes to set his stage, and there are numer¬ 
ous scenes in this book which can have no basis in fact. There 
is a picture of John Knox’s first audience with the Queen of 
Scotland which is brilliant and, no doubt, it adds interest to 
the narrative, but it is a scene which Mr. Gorman imagined, 
for we do not know how Knox and Mary were dressed or how 
they actually greeted one another. This may seem carping 
criticism, but this imaginative re-creation of particular scenes 
is one of the evils of modem biography, for, if the writer im¬ 
aginatively re-creates one part of the book, he may do the 
same for other parts and so destroy the truth which he has 
been at such pains to discover and express. 

Just as Herbert Gorman endeavored to tell the truth about 
Mary Stuart, George S. Heilman endeavored to present true 
pictures of Washington Irving and Robert Louis Stevenson. 
In Washington Irving, Esquire, Ambassador at Large from 
the New World to the Old (1925), we have the best biography 
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of Irving that has been written. There is little criticism in it, 
for Heilman was interested in the man and not the author. 
In the earlier books on Irving, particularly in the compilation 
by his nephew, he is represented as a charming gentleman 
who had never recovered from the loss of his first and only 
love, Matilda Hoffman. Mr. Heilman’s book seems to indi¬ 
cate that Irving found more than one solace for his lost love, 
that he was on the verge of marriage on more than one occa¬ 
sion, and that the postponements and rejections were not on 
his side. He also presents the "Ambassador from the New 
World to the Old” in a mellow and genial light that is much 
more characteristic of the real Washington Irving than the 
impression that his earlier biographers created. Mr. Heilman 
is not “debunking” in this book; he is simply trying to get at 
the truth of Irving’s life, particularly during the seventeen 
years that he wandered over Europe. Our only regret is that 
this book is not longer, for it is good biography, written with 
an engaging style. 

In The True Stevenson (1925) Mr. Heilman embarks on 
another voyage of biographical discovery. In all previous lives 
of Stevenson nothing was said of the period of his young 
manhood when he was wandering around Edinburgh with¬ 
out interest or occupation. Mr. Heilman clears up this vague¬ 
ness by showing that Robert Louis Stevenson was living a 
rather fast and loose life during this period, a life that was 
exhausting him physically, but giving him experiences on 
which he would draw heavily during his creative years. 
Robert Louis Stevenson was no different from other men, 
and there is no reason why his whole life should not be 
examined. The reputation of Francis Thompson or George 
Gissing did not suffer because of the facts of their private 
lives. Why should Stevenson’s reputation suffer because he 
frequented the demi-world of Edinburgh at various times? 
No creative writer gets his material wholly from his imagina¬ 
tion; his experiences of life are the foundation of his art. 
Stevenson’s writings are not of the type that makes such 
experiences obvious, but no man who is ignorant of the 
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world could have written some of Stevenson’s stories. Steven¬ 
son wrote other books besides Treasure Island and A Child’s 
Garden of Verses. The True Stevenson is even a shorter 
book than the one on Irving, but it is done in the same man¬ 
ner. Had Mr. Heilman incorporated his discoveries in a full- 
length biography, he would have been more successful. 

Mr. Heilman based his books on known and newly dis¬ 
covered facts; Cameron Rogers wrote books on Walt Whit¬ 
man and Robert G. Ingersoll, using a combination of fact 
and fiction. In an effort to make Magnificent Idler; the Story 
of Walt Whitman (1926), an interesting biography in the 
modern manner, Rogers, inadvertently perhaps, became a 
second-rate novelist. The book is smart and entertaining, but 
it is not biography. The title is misleading, for Whitman 
could hardly be called a “magnificent idler.” The subject is 
moved here and there, now loafing by the sea, now riding 
the East River ferries, now enjoying himself driving an old 
Fifth Avenue omnibus. Whitman did do all these things, 
but Mr. Rogers has no evidence to prove that he did them 
at certain definite times, as the book indicates that he 
did. Furthermore, there are conversations, soliloquies, and 
thought processes which are made to appear real, but which 
can have no foundation in fact. They might have been, and 
if Mr. Rogers had used them as possible rather than actual, 
they could be accepted as part of his method. When we come 
upon such fictional devices as these we are inclined to doubt 
the truth of the whole book because one invention will lead 
to another, particularly when a writer desires to present a 
case in a certain light, as Rogers did in the case of Whitman. 
Mr. Rogers follows exactly the same procedure in Colonel 
Bob Ingersoll; a Biographical Narrative of the Great Ameri¬ 
can Orator and Agnostic (1927). This is even a better exam¬ 
ple of fictional biography, and a more irritating book. It 
is sketchy, unanalytic, and totally lacking in distinction. It is 
the sort of thing that any competent newswriter could turn 
out in a few months. A display of scholarly apparatus is not 
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necessary, but when intimate thoughts and conversations are 
reported as actualities it is well to know their sources. 

Gallant Ladies (1928) shows the same penchant for attrac¬ 
tive titles and second-hand material that the earlier books 
show. This book contains a number of very ordinary sketches 
of such lovely ladies as Mata Hari, Calamity Jane, Adrienne 
Lecouvreur, and Lola Montez. They represent exactly the 
sort of thing we find in the Sunday supplements. Books of this 
type are all too common in this period, for they sold well 
and neither author nor publisher concerned himself with 
quality. 

Before publishing his latest book, Cyrano (1929), Rogers 
altered his method to a considerable extent. In this romantic 
biography of Cyrano de Bergerac, the great-nosed swords¬ 
man, lover, and writer of the days of Louis XIII and XIV, 
Mr. Rogers confined himself to facts, with a few exceptions, 
with the result that this is the best biography he has written. 

Cameron Rogers violated some of the fundamental princi¬ 
ples of biographical writing and failed of his objective; Paul 
Van Dyke disregarded at least one but managed to write a 
great book nevertheless. In the two volumes of Catherine de 
Medici (1922), Professor Van Dyke has given us a magnificent 
picture of the great Medici family, of Catherine, and of the 
times in which they lived. It is perhaps more history than 
biography, but over the whole book is the shadow of Cather¬ 
ine of France, who was the epitome of the family whose name 
she bore and of the age to which that same family gave their 
name. One might call this biographical history, for the book 
is a succession of pen portraits of the great of France and 
Italy. Professor Van Dyke was primarily a historian; this 
book is planned on a historical rather than a biographical 
method, but it is as great a biography as it is a history. 

Professor Van Dyke’s Ignatius Loyola, Founder of the 
Jesuits (1926) is true biography. Brilliantly written, it is a 
scholarly, unbiased, and sympathetic presentation of the man 
as he showed himself in his own writings. A comparative 
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study of this biography and Mr. Sedgwick’s life of Loyola 
will show little difference in their points of view and methods 
of approaching the subject. It is hard to say which is the 
better biography. 

Professor Van Dyke’s last biography was George Washing¬ 
ton, Son of his Country (1931). This is not a full-length 
biography, for Van Dyke’s purpose here was to try to explain 
the various factors in Washington’s early life that contributed 
to the character of the General and the President. We may 
not agree with the author’s conclusions, but we must admit 
that his method is the only true one in the case of such a man as 
Washington. The method is the same as that used in Ignatius 
Loyola and is admirably adapted to each subject. 

Most of the young men who have entered the biographical 
field in the last fifteen years have, unlike the Van Dykes and 
the Sedgwicks, boldly plunged into the methods of the 
modern masters, without having done any preliminary work. 
In most cases they have become aware of their faults and 
have, without sacrificing the essence of the modern manner, 
adapted that manner to their own needs and the needs of the 
subjects. It would seem that Phillips Russell belongs to this 
class of modem biographers. 

In his first biography, Benjamin Franklin, the First Civi¬ 
lized American (1926), Mr. Russell used the very latest devices 
in biographical novelty, writing a very interesting and enter¬ 
taining book but not a life of Franklin. So much effort was 
expended on the subtitle that the main title was sometimes 
forgotten. The book is not very well proportioned because 
much more space is given to the “civilized” phases of Frank¬ 
lin’s career than to his early life. It is in Franklins eary 
life that we find the index to his character. He did not 
change, he developed, but Mr. Russell does not make clear 
that development. There is one feature of the book that is 
irritating: Mr. Russell generally writes in the present tense 
but occasionally he slips into the past tense; the whole book 
should have been written in the past tense. Lastly, t e au¬ 
thor does not know so much about the history of the eigh ■ 
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eenth century as he should. Franklin was peculiarly a product 
of the eighteenth century, and without that background he 
cannot be completely understood. Despite the serious faults 
of the book, it is interesting and, to those who know the 
facts of Franklin’s life, it gives a new point of view. 

John Paul Jones, Man of Action (1927) is a much better 
biography than Benjamin Franklin. It is written in a simple, 
straightforward style that is an improvement over the 
“smart” style of Russell’s first book. The story moves with a 
celerity that is characteristic of the man, and it is of excellent 
balance. The importance of this book lies in the fact that it 
gives a new and, apparently, a truthful characterization of 
John Paul Jones. It corrects the mistakes and idol worship¬ 
ing that spoiled the biographies of Jones written by A. C. 
Buell and Mrs. Anna DeKoven. It makes Jones a great man 
in place of the pedestaled hero created by the earlier writers. 
He was a reckless, passionate, vain man more often than he 
was a hero. He was a man who always thought of himself 
first, except in the heat of battle. He was a natural gentle¬ 
man, a lover of fine clothes and good living, a martinet on 
the quarterdeck, and a cavalier on shore. In short, he was of 
the stuff of which men are made, and the heroic legend is 
quite unnecessary. Mr. Russell’s life of Jones is the best that 
has appeared, and it is not likely to be superseded very soon. 

Mr. Russell seems to have found his own particular method 
in John Paul Jones, for he used the same method in Emerson, 
the Wisest American (1929). As Jones’s world of activity was 
the sea, Emerson’s was his mind and the New England of his 
day. In this biography of Emerson, we see him advancing his 
thinking from the point where he was an orthodox Unitarian 
to the point where he emancipated himself frbm all formal 
systems of religion and society. To a greater extent than any 
other biographer, Mr. Russell shows that Emerson was not a 
thinker but a man thinking. In spite of his activity of mind 
he was a citizen of New England, of Concord, outwardly con¬ 
forming to standards while inwardly he had “hitched his 
wagon to a star. Emerson, the Wisest American is not the 
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best literary biography of Emerson, but no other book on 
Emerson up to this time so completely re-created the man 
as this one has. Critical biographies are numerous, but bi¬ 
ographies of the man are not. We can forgive Mr. Russell for 
not understanding the star gazer, the transcendental philoso¬ 
pher, for he has shown us the man as he gazed and philoso¬ 
phized. 

It is to be hoped that Mr. Russell will continue his bi¬ 
ographical writing, for his work has shown a steady develop¬ 
ment toward a method and a style that should produce even 
better things. It is difficult to realize that the same man wrote 
Benjamin Franklin, the First Civilized American and Emer¬ 
son, the Wisest American. It speaks well for American bi¬ 
ography that so many writers have, as Russell has, taken the 
spirit of modern biography and adapted it to their individual 
problems and subjects. As we advance toward the end of this 
period, we shall see that a desire for novelty and interest has 
been superseded by a desire for quality and interest. An 
interesting life, completely conceived and well written 
should be, of course, the ideal in the mind of every biog¬ 


rapher. 

This ideal never occurred to Paxton Hibben when he was 
writing Henry Ward Beecher; an American Portrait (1927) 
and the Peerless Leader, William Jennings Bryan (1929). 
These are classical examples of the psychological, ' debunk¬ 
ing” school of modern biography. Apparently, Mr. Hibben 
intended to make the characters of these men as small and 
contemptible as he possibly could, and he succeeded. Henry 
Ward Beecher was not a representative American of his day, 
and this book is not a portrait of him. The life of every man 
is made up of lights and shadows. Hibben was interested on y 
in the shadows, and he made black spots of those shadows. 
Beecher was a famous member of a famous family; he was 
one of the best-known clergymen and writers of the later 
nineteenth century; he was a great orator and a dominating 
influence in American public life. He also was very uman, 
a lover of praise and of the limelight. Perhaps he thought he 
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was different from other men. He acted as if he did. Hibben 
took this side of Beecher and made it represent the whole 
man. There was a great deal that was good in Beecher, but 
Hibben carefully avoided the good. Nothing in the book 
can be accepted as truth, for there is so much in it that is 
blatantly false. Hibben thought he had Lytton Strachey’s 
genius for irony; he had only a predilection for mud-slinging. 
The unfortunate factor in this study is that there was a basis 
for Hibben’s point of view, but he also made the basis the 
superstructure. 

Hibben used the same charming method in Peerless 
Leader, William Jennings Bryan, with an even more devastat¬ 
ing effect, for Mr. Bryan had more vulnerable spots than the 
Reverend Mr. Beecher. If Mr. Hibben had personally 
planned Bryan's career and established his point of view of 
the world in general, that career and point of view could not 
have been more to his liking. He fairly revels in Bryan's 
emotions, absurdities, and crusades. He distorts every fact to 
suit his own purpose and produces a caricature instead of a 
character. I hold no brief for Bryan as politician or theo¬ 
logian, but I do think that a biographer should try to be 
fair to his subject. The time when personal invective passed 
for biography has gone, and if a biographer can say nothing 
in favor of his subject he had better leave that subject to a 
more temperate judgment. Mr. Hibben died before Peerless 
Leader was completed, and C. Hartley Grattan wrote the 
last chapters from Hibben’s notes. They lack that rare talent 
for ditch-wading which was Mr. Hibben’s only claim to fame. 

William Marcy Tweed was a contemporary of Henry Ward 
Beecher, as notorious as the latter, but not quite so famous. 
In Boss' Tweed ; the Story of a Grim Generation (1927), 
Denis Tilden Lynch wrote a biography of Tweed, a history 
of the “Tweed Ring,’’ and a commentary on American life 
and politics in the latter half of the nineteenth century. 
Mr. Lynch told a fascinatingly grim and sordid story in this 
book. He told the truth, but not all of it. No one could do 
that. The combination of biography and political history was 
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unavoidable because Tweed’s life, for twenty years, was so 
closely interwoven with New York politics that it is impos¬ 
sible to separate the two. A better separation could have been 
made, however, for more than half the book is made up of 
details which add nothing to our knowledge of Tweed. The 
writing is no more than good journalism, and Mr. Lynch 
used imaginative and fictitious methods too frequently. As 
biography “ Boss” Tweed is mediocre; as social history it is 
invaluable, and not the least of its value is its fundamental 
truth. 

For his second biography, Lynch went back to an earlier 
generation for An Epoch and a Alan; Martin Van Buren and 
His Times (1929). This, like “Boss” Tweed, is an historical 
biography with less reason for the preponderance of history. 

It is not necessary to recount the details of state politics in 
New York during Van Buren’s lifetime to write a life of the 
eighth President of the United States. He was a national 
rather than a local figure and should be treated as such. 
There are whole chapters in this book that have only indirect 
and slight connection with Van Buren, and they seriously 
impede the progress of the biography. A vast amount of 
research went into the making of this book, but only an 
expert in New York state politics can judge the accuracy of 
at least one-third of it. At this time, Mr. Lynch had not 
learned the art of omission. Except that it is written in a very 
modern style, this book differs little from the old-fashioned 
“life and times” biographies. Its only unity is chronology 
and its only virtue, industry. If we persevere we can get some 
idea of who and what Martin Van Buren was, and we get 
an occasional glimpse of character through the political haze, 
but we never come to see Van Buren as he really was, apart 
from politics. The style of this book shows no improvement 
over “Boss” Tweed, nor has the method improved. 

Mr. Lynch did not repeat this mistake when he wrote 
Grover Cleveland; a Man Four-Square (1932)- This is Mr. 
Lynch’s best biography, so far, but it has many of the faults 
of the earlier books. In an effort to make this life interesting, 
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Lynch went to the extreme in the informal mode. Professor 
McElroy wrote a political biography of Cleveland and almost 
omitted the man; Lynch wrote a strictly personal life of 
Cleveland and laid more emphasis on his early and private 
life than on his public career. Both books lack balance, but 
we know Cleveland more intimately after reading Lynch’s 
book than we do after reading McElroy’s. Grover Cleveland; 
a Man Four-Square is a sincere attempt to explain the quali¬ 
ties of mind and character that combined to make Grover 
Cleveland one of the greatest of our Presidents, but it is 
marred by a lack of distinction in style and by those excur¬ 
sions into fiction which Mr. Lynch still considers necessary 
in modem biography. However, Mr. Lynch has broken away 
from the historical point of view and, when he has adapted 
modern methods rather than imitated them, he will do bet¬ 
ter work than anything he has yet written. 

Although Mr. Lynch’s biographies are long, no one of 
them is complete. This matter of balance and proportion is 
most important, for it determines the success or failure of 
biography as an art. Trumpets of Jubilee (1927), by Con¬ 
stance M. Rourke, is an illustration of this point. This volume 
contains short biographies of Lyman Beecher, Henry Ward 
Beecher, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Horace Greeley, and Phineas 
T. Barnum. Each of these biographies is complete, and each 
presents the subject as he or she really was. They are admirable 
in form and method, combining the best elements of the old 
and the new biography. A moment’s reflection will show that 
each of these people was a trumpeter of jubilee, though in 
widely different fields. Two famous ministers, a famous novel¬ 
ist, a great editor, and a great showman. Where else but in 
nineteenth-century America could such a group have flour¬ 
ished and given force to what Miss Rourke calls jubilee? When 
we have finished this book we know the family that was said to 
be the most intellectual family in the America of its day; we 
know the man who urged young men to “go West and grow 
up with the country”; we know the man who developed that 
uniquely American institution, the circus. Miss Rourke’s skill 
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as a biographer is as evident in her choice of subjects as in her 
treatment of them. 


Miss Rourke also wrote Troupers of the Gold Coast; or, 
the Rise of Lotta Crabtree (1928). The background of this 
book is the theatre of California during the gold rush of ’49 
and the decade that followed. Against this unique and color¬ 
ful background is developed the story of the rise of Lotta 
Crabtree, one of the best-known actresses in America. The 
book gives a complete account of Lotta’s life, but the em¬ 
phasis is placed on her early career in California, a career the 
exigencies of which compelled her to become the versatile 
actress that she was. Tragedy and comedy, burlesque and 
satire were equally important elements in the repertoire of 
an early California company, and Lotta was able to do jus¬ 
tice to each form. In addition to Lotta we meet the Booths, 
Edwin Forrest and his wife, David Belasco as a young pro¬ 
ducer, and a host of others whose names are unknown today. 
It may be said that there is more theatrical history than biog¬ 
raphy in this book, but, as has been noted before, it requires 
the exception to prove the rule. Lotta always remains the cen¬ 


tral figure of the book. 

Charles Edward Russell shares, with Miss Rourke, the dis¬ 
tinction of being able to write about people in widely 
different positions in life. His first biography was Hero of the 
Filipinos, the Story of Jose Rizal, Poet, Patriot and Martyr 
(1923). This is a really impassioned account of the life and 
death of one of the early advocates of independence in the 
Philippines. The author’s sympathy for Rizal and his hatred 
of tyranny color the book to such an extent that it is a philip¬ 
pic against Spain rather than a biography of Rizal. A certain 
amount of sympathy and understanding is necessary, but too 


much is fatal to good biography. 

In 1926, Mr. Russell published Julia Marlowe, her Life 
and Art This is a much more temperate book than the first 
one, but it is not a good biography because there is too much 
art and not enough life in it. The early years of M.ss Ma - 
lotve's life are covered too hastily and inadequately, for tt is 



221 


THE BIOGRAPHERS 

the formative years that generally determine the actions and 
character of a man or woman. We are interested in the actress 
and her art, but we would like to know more about the 
woman and her art. The style of Julia Marlowe is much 
superior to that of the Hero of the Filipinos and the tone is 
more quiet, adapting itself to the subject. 

Mr. Russell’s interest in the theatre and in music is at least 
equal to his enthusiasm for political and social reform. Proof 
of this is evident in The American Orchestra and Theodore 
Thomas (1927). This is an excellent biography of Thomas 
and an equally good history of American music. This book is 
another example of the necessity of combining history and 
biography when the occasion arises. Thomas’ one interest in 
life was the development of symphonic music in America, 
and his biography had to be joined to the development of the 
American symphony orchestra. In w'riting this book, Mr. Rus¬ 
sell proved his skill as biographer and musical historian, and 
he succeeded in giving the proper proportions to each part. 
The American Orchestra and Theodore Thomas received the 
Pulitzer Prize for Biography in 1927 because of its biographi¬ 
cal quality and the American spirit which permeates it. 

In his latest biographies, Mr. Russell has turned to history 
and politics for his material. Charlemagne, the First of the 
Moderns (1930) is a carefully constructed and interesting 
record of Charlemagne’s life and reign. Based on the best 
ancient and modern writing on the subject, this biography is 
conventional in form and method and very modern in spirit. 
This combination always makes for good life-writing. 

In Haym Salomon and the Revolution (1930) Russell at¬ 
tempted to tell the story of a little known but important 
financial figure of the American Revolution. Without the aid 
of this Jewish financier and patriot, Robert Morris could 
never have found the money that Washington needed to carry 
on the war. Salomon ruined himself for his country and he 
did not even receive its thanks. As a biography, this book is 
not particularly successful, for the material was too scant for 
a complete life, and the padding, of a historical nature, adds 
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nothing to our knowledge of Salomon. The book is what we 
would call a successful failure, for Russell did the best he 
could with the material he had, and added the name of a 
genuine patriot to the American roll of honor. 

The success of Blaine of Maine; his Life and Times (1931) 
is a matter of opinion. As a factual biography, it is all that 
could be desired. It is in the interpretation of those facts that 
there may be differences of opinion. Blaine was an anti¬ 
slavery man, a Radical after the Civil War, a party chieftain 
for many years, and once the nominee of the Republican 
party for the Presidency. He was a stalwart of the stalwarts 
in the Republican party; he was involved in several of the 
scandals of the Grant administrations; and he was the choice 
of the financial leaders of the party for the Presidency in 
1884. On the other hand, he was one of the most popular men 
in post-Civil War America, for he was a great orator and an 
even greater campaigner. All these facts and many more are 
to be found in Mr. Russell’s life of Blaine, but he always gives 
Blaine the benefit of a doubt although, in many of the ques¬ 
tions arising out of Blaine’s career, there is no doubt. In other 
words, Mr. Russell has taken a sectional rather than a na¬ 
tional point of view in his interpretation of Blaine’s character 
and actions, and he was largely influenced by Blame s real or 
political attitude toward slavery. Today, Blame of Maine can¬ 
not be accepted as the definitive biography of the Plumed 

K "h we consider Mr. Russell’s work in its entirety he de- 
serves a prominent place among American biographers, for 
he has contributed six biographies, each one of which de- 
spite its faults, is above the average, and one at least ran 
with the best. If, in the future, he takes subjects which will 
„se his zeal for reform, he will probaMy repeat his 
successes of The American Orchestra and Theodore Thomas 
Z Charlemagne. If he does not, he will probably write such 
competent and prejudiced studies as Blame o, Marne _ 
lt P is comparatively easy to understand the point of 
of a biographer like Russell, and his reasons for presenting 
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what seems to be a one-sided picture of James G. Blaine. It is 
much more difficult to understand how a modern biographer 
can publish an authorized or official biography which delib¬ 
erately omits anything which is unfavorable to the subject. 
Anna Robeson Burr’s Portrait of a Banker; James Stillman, 
1850-1918 (1927) is such a book. Instead of being an account 
of the life and career of one of the greatest bankers and finan¬ 
ciers of his day, it is merely a memoir of a man who had a 
perfectly serene existence. We know that this is not a true 
picture, for Mr. Stillman was one of the elder Morgan’s 
principal lieutenants and took an active part in the great 
financial battles that were fought in Wall Street for forty 
years before his death. If we are to believe Mrs. Burr, his life 
was spent in a large and beautiful office where he quietly per¬ 
formed the administrative duties of the president of one of 
the largest banks in the country. Mrs. Burr saw only the 
finished product; she either could not or would not present 
the man as he really lived. The Portrait of a Banker; James 
Stillman is a study in still life, an exceedingly proper me¬ 
morial to a man who may have been, at sixty-eight, the man 
whom the author shows us. It would have been much better 
for Mrs. Burr’s reputation if she had declined such a commis¬ 
sion as the preparation of this book evidently was. 

Weir Mitchell: His Life and Letters (1929) is also an 
authorized biography and another golden opportunity wasted. 
This is a much more lifelike portrait than that of James Still¬ 
man, but it is very incomplete. His early life is fairly well 
covered and his career as a great physician is sketched. Some 
of the best of the family anecdotes are included, as well as 
some of Dr. Mitchell s own stories. His position as a promi¬ 
nent Philadelphian is more than adequately handled; that is 
relatively unimportant. The poet and the novelist are given 
a decidedly secondary place because Mrs. Burr was either 
unable or unwilling to go into that part of Dr. Mitchell’s life 
on which rests his principal claim to fame. He was a great 
physician and neurologist, but fame of that kind is more or 
less ephemeral; he will be remembered as a poet and novelist 
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long after his work in toxicology and mental pathology has 
been forgotten. A critical survey of the literary work of the 
physician would have greatly aided a more complete under¬ 
standing of the man. In this book, Mrs. Burr lost the oppor¬ 
tunity of writing a great biography of a great man. 

Where Mrs. Burr wasted her opportunities, Henry F. 
Pringle made the best of his. Mr. Pringle, a journalist by 
profession, has given us the finest character study and one of 
the best biographies that the twentieth century has seen. 
Alfred E. Smith: A Critical Study (1927) is all that the sub¬ 
title implies. Written in 1927, it may have been an authorized 
campaign biography; if so, it is unique in that field of writ¬ 
ing. Sketching in Governor Smith’s early life with a few deft 
strokes, Mr. Pringle then goes into a detailed analysis of the 
political career and the character of the man who is one of 
the greatest public men of our day. When we have finished 
this book we understand why Alfred E. Smith was elected 
Governor of New York for four terms, why he has been and 
is the champion of unpopular causes. We understand how he 
became the great master of government that he is, and why 
he is the idol of the sidewalks of New York, and of many 
liberals in the United States. It is doubtful if any contempo¬ 
rary public man has been so thoroughly and completely 
analyzed as Governor Smith has been analyzed in this book. 
Not a move in his career has been omitted; nothing has been 
glossed over. If we knew as much about all our political can¬ 
didates as Pringle has told us about Smith, we might be able 
to make more intelligent choices than we have been accus¬ 
tomed to make. 

In 1928, Mr. Pringle published a volume of biographical 
and analytical sketches of some of the most prominent men 
in the country, under the title Big Frogs. The subjects range 
from Mr. Hoover and Jimmy Walker to Bernarr McFadden 
and Kenesaw Mountain Landis. Keen, incisive, and sound in 
judgment, these sketches represent the peak of journalistic 
biography. They were not intended to be profound, but they 
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will be read for what they say and how they say it, long after 
the majority of the subjects have been forgotten.' 

Mr. Pringle made a definite and permanent place for him¬ 
self in biographical literature when he wrote Theodore 
Roosevelt (1931). This is unquestionably the best biography 
of Roosevelt that has been written. Theodore Roosevelt is 
one of the many men in American public life who has been, 
and is, either greatly admired or greatly condemned. His 
biographers have been uniformly fulsome in their praise and 
lacking in their criticism. His letters and correspondence have 
been carefully edited, probably under family supervision, and 
no one, until Mr. Pringle took up the task, gave us a com¬ 
plete picture of Roosevelt as he really was. 

Mr. Pringle s book is a masterly combination of personal 
political, and critical biography. He had more material than 
any previous biographer, and made better use of it than any 
previous biographer could have done. As far as such a posi¬ 
tion is possible, Mr. Pringle approached the subject with an 
open mind. He neither condemns nor praises Roosevelt; he 
presents the facts and then gives his conclusions based on 
those facts. He analyzes Roosevelt as carefully as he analyzes 
Smith at the same time maintaining his biographical posi- 
tion. We actually live with Roosevelt from the day he was 
orn until the day he died. Throughout the long biography 
we see every action, every trait of character, and we do not 
need to depend on the author’s judgments; we have sufficient 
materia for our own. We see the young “silk stocking,” the 
political reformer, the politician, and the radical. We see 
Roosevelt at home, in society, in the White House, on the 
battlefield and in the political arena. We have judgments of 
himself and those more severe judgments of his friends arid 
enemies. In short, we know Theodore Roosevelt better than 
anyone else, including himself, knew him. This is the test 
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life-writing as closely as any biography that I 

ave ever read. In some respects this kind of biography sur- 
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passes the Boswellian type, for it is more complete and more 
objective. The fact that ^ heodore Roosevelt received the 
Pulitzer Prize for 1931 is only one indication of the quality 
of the book. Its style is in keeping with its form and method; 
it is a masterpiece. 

It is seldom that a descendant of a biographical subject 
takes the position that Herbert Asbury does in A Methodist 
Saint; the Life of Bishop Asbury (1927). This book seems to 
present a very faithful picture of the founder of Methodism 
in America. It may not appeal to all Methodists or all Chris¬ 
tians, for it is distinctly iconoclastic. Mr. Asbury tries to be 
fair, but his spirit of revolt against the precepts of this as 
well as all religious denominations leads him into the paths 
of satire and irony, though both are under control. 

To a greater extent than A Methodist Saint, Carrie Nation 
(1929) shows Mr. Asbury’s ability as a biographer. It is a sane 
and balanced treatment of a subject that could easily have 
been made ridiculous. Came Nation was certainly not an 
intelligent woman, but she had certain strong convictions, 
and an indomitable will carried her to a certain measure of 
success in her chosen field of prohibition. Step by step, 
Mr. Asbury carries the woman with the hatchet along her 
career of destruction and defiance of legal authority. Only 
occasionally does the author pass judgment, and then it is 
because he cannot restrain himself. Mr. Asbury shows us 
Carrie Nation as she really was, and presents a phase of so¬ 
cial history that is as important today as it was in the late 
nineteenth century. Mr. Asbury’s purpose in writing this 
biography is as obvious as his conclusions. 

Carrie Nation illustrates the success that can be achieved 
by a modem biographer, using a subject that lends itself to 
modem treatment. Victor Thaddeus in Julius Caesar and the 
Grandeur that Was Rome (1927), Voltaire; Genius of Mock¬ 
ery (1928), and Frederick the Great (1929) offers striking 
examples of the worst in modem biography. These books con¬ 
tain practically every fault of modem biography, without a 
single redeeming virtue. Mr. Thaddeus combed the published 
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material on these three men—there was no attempt at original 
research—and collected all that was low and mean and despi¬ 
cable in their characters and then added some imaginary spice 
of his own. They are bad fiction and worse biography, and 
the fact that they were published is even more remarkable 
than the fact that they were written. These books cannot even 
be called debunking biographies, for they appeal only to 
the tabloid reader of the day. 

Mr. Thaddeus revels in the sordid because he thinks that 
that is what the public craves. Harold Lamb chooses the ro¬ 
mance of “far-off things and battles long ago,” for he knows 
that most of us have an insatiable curiosity for the reality of 
romance. In Genghis Khan, the Emperor of All Men (1927) 
and Tamerlane, the Earth Shaker (1928), Mr. Lamb has given 
modern interpretations of the lives and careers of two of the 
great conquerors and militarists of the world. In the careers 
of these men who appeared at the beginning of modern his¬ 
tory, there is all the romance of the East, and the record of 
the beginnings of the great conflict between the East and the 
West, a conflict which has continued to the present day The 
author has made the best of scant sources, separating fact 
from legend, without resorting too frequently to his imagina¬ 
tion^ would seem that there is a certain license permitted to 
the biographer of such legendary figures as these, for Lamb 
repeatedly narrates situations of love and domestic life which 
can hardly have bases in fact, and yet they sound true and 
they may very well have been true. We are not admitting the 
right of a biographer to imagine scenes and actions; but we 

can understand the impulse that leads him to do so in such 
cases as these 

Like Harold Umb, John K. Winkler turned to romance 

busineJ In'fi ^ fit ' d ' the r0mance ° f b 'g 

busmess. In five years he has published five bio<rraphies all 

wntten w,th the same tone and method. The fir°s, four are 

. R. Hearst, an American Phenomenon (1928) John D a 

urnegie (193,). The titles of these books in- 
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dicate that Winkler was or is a newspaperman; they are per¬ 
fect headlines. All are written in a spicy, journalistic style 
that appeals to the reader for whom many modem biogra¬ 
phers write. The story is told as a newspaper story is told, 
human interest and news first, character development as an 
afterthought. There is nothing new or original in any of these 
books, except that the book on Hearst is the first complete 
life of the publisher that has been written. The sketches of 
Rockefeller, Morgan, and Carnegie are taken entirely from 
published material. This is a perfectly legitimate procedure, 
but, like many other members of this school, Mr. Winkler 
takes only those facts which will, in his opinion, prove inter¬ 
esting to the reader. Consequently, years are frequently sum¬ 
marized in a page because they provided no sensations which 
the writer could use. 

After reading W. R. Hearst, an American Phenomenon, 
we can see that Winkler has had some connection with the 
Hearst papers. The life is an interesting journalistic and to¬ 
tally uncritical account of the developer of yellow journalism 
in America. Not only is it uncritical, but Mr. Winkler would 
have us believe that Mr. Hearst is a greatly misunderstood 
man, who has conferred innumerable benefits on the Ameri¬ 
can newspaper reader. This book is interesting as a story— 
and no one of Winkler’s biographies is anything more-of 
the development of Hearst and his idea of what a newspaper 
for the "common people" should be. Respect or admiration 
for his subject is one of the prerequisites of a good biogra¬ 
pher, but he should be fair and present both sides of the pic¬ 
ture. The "debunking” school does not subscribe to fairness. 
Mr. Winkler’s method here is completely that of the “de¬ 
bunking” group, although his purpose is to show the external 
greatness of his subject. 

The lives of Rockefeller and Carnegie are, in spirit as well 
as in method, of the “debunking” school. He holds them up 
to scorn and ridicule as examples of malefactors of great 
wealth. While the majority of people may agree with Wink¬ 
ler’s conclusions, the methods by which he arrives at them are 
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open to criticism. These are ledgers of life with all the entries 
on the debit side. We are told of the illegal means which they 
adopted to set up monopolies, control legislation, and thus 
acquire enormous power and wealth. His facts are unques¬ 
tionably correct, but it is not necessary to hammer them 
home with cheap journalism, as Mr. Winkler has done. The 
“debunking” process of modern biography is very much like 
the “muckraking” methods employed in the early part of this 
century to expose the crooked politics of the country. Neither 
method is productive of the best results because it overshoots 
its mark and we read this sort of thing for its interesting 
features and forget to become aroused by it. Mr. Winkler has 
an aptitude for presenting characters, and we can watch 
Mr. Rockefeller, Mr. Carnegie, and their associates as they 
formed their monopolies, destroyed their competitors, and 
then became philanthropists. We can follow them in their 


careers, but we never get to know them because the author is 
so busy recounting their sharp practices that he has no time 
to show us how these men came to be what they were. Facts 
alone are not enough to make biography, for facts can be ar¬ 
ranged to prove anything. 


Mr. Winkler proves this statement in Morgan the Magnifi¬ 
cent. A first reading leaves the impression that the same 
method has been used, but that the author has exercised 
some restraint and has given us a sounder book than those on 
Rockefeller and Carnegie. A rereading, however, shows that 
this book is written from a different point of view. It is a 
warmer, more human book than the others. Where Rocke 
feMer a„ d Carnegie were indicted for their business methods, 
t e elder Morgan seems to be praised for his. It is a little 
ifficult to understand this change in the author unless for 

“"!! Tlf P ', t M ° rgan ' S career struck a ^pensive chord 
n Mr. Winkler. If we are to write the life stories of these 

ree men in terms of the manner in which they acquired 
^etr power and tvealth, there is little to distinguish arnornr 
the three unless tt be that Mr. Morgan merely supplied the 
ammunition for the oil and steel wars. 
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Mr. Winkler’s latest book is Woodrow Wilson , the Man 
Who Lives On (1933). Here he has entered a new field, one 
not particularly suited to his methods. He has given us what 
he thinks is a sympathetic study of the great war President 
and greater idealist, but we learn nothing more than we al¬ 
ready knew. The facts are relatively simple; it is the character 
of the man that requires a consummate artist for its presenta¬ 
tion, and Mr. Winkler is not that artist. Because the material 
could not be adapted to his method, this is the least interest¬ 
ing of Mr. Winkler’s books, and, in all probability, the least 
popular. 

I have given considerable space to Mr. Winkler’s writings 
because he is one of the best representatives of the journal¬ 
istic “debunking” school of biographers. He is also represent¬ 
ative of the “rewrite” school, but by no means the best. 
Books like these appeared in large numbers during the period 
under discussion and they did much to bring about a reform 
in biographical method and also did much to satiate the 
biography-reading public. A little novelty, sensation, icono- 
clasm is all right; too much brings revolt and a swing to other 
forms of literature. On the other hand, this kind of modem 
biography has a certain salutary effect in that it educates the 
reading public and leads it to better biographies. 

Allan Nevins has one thing in common with John K. 
Winkler; he is a journalist by profession, but his methods and 
style are anything but journalistic. As an editor, historian, 
and biographer, Mr. Nevins is among the best-known men 
of letters in America today. He has edited the diaries of 
Philip Hone, John Quincy Adams, and James K. Polk, and 
has written several books on the American Revolution. Work 
of this kind is of the greatest value to a biographer, for it 
keeps him in touch with historical events and particularly with 
the lives and characters of public men. 

Mr. Nevins’ first biography, Fremont; the West's Greatest 
Adventurer, was published in two volumes in 1928. This 
long book tells the story of one of the most famous figures in 
nineteenth-century America and the history of the times in 
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which he lived, making history himself. John C. Fremont was 
a natural pioneer and adventurer. A West Point graduate, he 
became a topographical engineer and did immensely valuable 
work in mapping the West. He was instrumental in taking 
the great territory of California from Mexico; he was a gen¬ 
eral officer, though not a very successful one, in the Civil 
War; and he was the first presidential candidate of the Re¬ 
publican party in 1856. This life of adventure and promi¬ 
nence Mr. Nevins has told in a fascinating manner against 
the background of the momentous history of the times. Not 
only does he tell the story of Fremont’s life, but he so com¬ 
pletely explains the man that we can easily understand his 
character and why he failed at the greatest moments of his 
career. This is the first biography of Fremont which ap¬ 
proaches the subject from a disinterested, critical point of 
view, with a wealth of source material to sustain the biogra¬ 
pher’s judgments. It is in form and method the best type of 
classical biography, and the style in which it is written shows 
a complete understanding of the best in modern biography. 
This is not merely a life of Fremont; it is a re-creation of 
Fremont as he really was. 

Henry White; Thirty Years in Diplomacy (1930), is a first- 
class biography of a second-class subject. Mr. White was an 
admirable character, a faithful public servant, and a credit 
to his country, but he was not a great man. Such is the 
biographical genius of Mr. Nevins that he makes us see 
Mr. White as a greater man than he was. When subject and 
author meet there is great art in any literary form, but it is 
only a real artist who can raise a mediocre subject to the point 
where it seems great. Mr. White’s diplomatic career was dis¬ 
tinguished but never prominent until, as a very old man, he 
was selected by President Wilson to be a member of the Peace 
Commission in 1919. Mr. Nevins makes the most of this op¬ 
portunity as he does of every other opportunity which White’s 
life affords, and so we know Henry White much better and 
more intimately than we know men who were much more im¬ 
portant m the history of the United States. This is only an- 
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other instance of the fact that a biographer can create as well 
as destroy the reputation of his subject. The use of letters and 
official correspondence by Mr. Nevins in building up his nar¬ 
rative and in analyzing White’s character shows that he is 
here, as he was in Fremont; completely the master of his ma¬ 
terial. If the book has a fault, it is that it is too good, for 
one often forgets White in reading Nevins. 

Grover Cleveland; a Study in Courage (1932) is modem 
biography at its best. It shows that a great subject will inspire 
a biographer. Of the two previous lives of Cleveland, one is 
political and conventional, the other is personal and de¬ 
cidedly informal. Mr. Nevins’ book is as nearly perfect a 
combination of the two as one could desire, and it is based on 
a method and written in a style that exactly suits the subject. 
Mr. Nevins saw Cleveland as a man who had courage, a cour¬ 
age that enabled him to perform some of the unpleasant 
duties of his office as sheriff, to defy Tammany politicians 
when he was Governor of New York, and to champion civil 
service, tariff, and currency reforms when he was President 
of the United States. This theme of courage runs through the 
entire long biography, giving it unity, life, and spirit. Noth¬ 
ing in Cleveland's life is toned down, nothing overempha¬ 
sized. Here, as in his other biographies, the author has made 
excellent use of his material to explain the character of the 
man, his actions, and the history of the time. There is con¬ 
siderable political and economic history in this biography, 
and that history is made as clear as the facts of Cleveland’s 
life. Some really great biographies are difficult to read, but 
Mr. Nevins’ style has a clarity, a restraint, and a simplicity of 
expression that leads one on to read and read until the book 
is finished. The general editor of the "American Political 
Leaders" has excelled his coworkers, and it is doubtful if any 
of the future volumes will displace it as one of the finest po¬ 
litical biographies of the century. Political biography is one 
of the most difficult of all forms of biographical writing, for 
it frequently becomes a treatise on politics and history in¬ 
stead of a biography. Grover Cleveland; a Study in Courage 
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received the Pulitzer Prize for Biography in 1932, and no one 
can seriously question the justice of the award. 

Courage is a quality that takes different forms in different 
natures. The courage of Grover Cleveland is the highest kind 
because it is founded on morality and will; the courage of 
Simon Girty is of the lowest type because it manifests itself 
only when its possessor has the power behind him which will 
sustain his feeling of physical courage. Thomas A. Boyd, in 
Simon Girty, the White Savage (1928), has told Girty’s story 
as it should be told, in a swiftly moving narrative of action. 
Simon Girty was a white man who became an Indian leader 
during the Revolution. He lived as an Indian, acted as an 
Indian acts, and added to the natural cruelty of the Indian 
that unnatural cruelty which seems to be the heritage of the 
white man. Mr. Boyd did not have to analyze the character of 
Girty; his actions spoke for themselves. He had that physical 
courage which has been mentioned, and it made him an In¬ 
dian leader of unusual savagery and one of the most feared 
men of his day. In this biography Mr. Boyd has presented a 
phase of the American Revolution that has been overlooked 
or disregarded by most historians. 

Mad Anthony Wayne (1929) is another life of a man of 
action, and Mr. Boyd has presented a brilliant picture of one 
of the great fighting generals'of the Revolution. It is an ex¬ 
cellent and complete account of Wayne’s adventurous career, 
an account based on sound scholarship, a thorough under¬ 
standing of Wayne’s character, and a style that fits the dash¬ 
ing and headlong career of the commander of the Pennsyl¬ 
vania Line, of the hero of Stony Point, and the conqueror 
of the Indian allies of the British who tried to continue the 
war in the West after the Treaty of 1783. Mad Anthony 

Wayne is the best life of General Wayne that has been writ¬ 
ten. 

Mr. Boyd continued his biographical studies of the Revo- 
utionary period when he wrote Light-Horse Harry Lee 
(1931). This is not so good a biography as the life of Wayne 
either because of lack of material or the author’s inability 
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to master what he had. The early part of the book is excel 
lent, particularly in its study of Virginia life and manners in 
the eighteenth century and in the account of Lee's early per¬ 
sonal and domestic life. Lee’s career as a cavalryman in the 
American Revolution is clouded by a mass of detail, interest¬ 
ing only to the specialist, and this book was written for the 
general reader. The narrative clarifies and literally brightens 
toward the end of the book, which contains the account of 
the disillusionment and poverty of Lee's last years. Boyd per¬ 
formed a commendable service in rescuing the father of 
Robert E. Lee from obscurity, but he seems to have been un¬ 
able to reproduce the romance that was the very essence of 
Lee s life, or to give him his proper place as one of the less 
great but unique figures of the Revolution. There is a further 
fault in this biography which seriously mars it: Boyd creates 
thoughts and actions which cannot be substantiated by facts. 
This fictional quality was not so apparent in his earlier 
books; it was perhaps an unconscious acquisition or a device 
to fill in the blank spaces in his narrative. Few biographers 
between 1925 and 1930 are immune from it. 

John Stevens, a very important figure in the industrial 
and scientific life of the eighteenth century, was very little 
known until, in 1928, Archibald D. Turnbull published 
John Stevens, an American Record. Stevens was one of 
the American pioneers in steam transportation, both by rail 
and water, and the story of his career and those of his three 
sons, one of whom, Edward A. Stevens, founded the Stevens 
Institute of Technology, is a remarkable and immensely valu¬ 
able chapter in American life. The book is primarily con¬ 
cerned wdth the elder Stevens and his inventions, but it is 
marred, as a biography, by a long and detailed discussion of 
the controversy between Fulton and Stevens over the priority 
rights in the invention of the steamboat. 

Mr. Turnbull produced a much better biography in Com¬ 
modore David Porter, 1780-1843 (1929), for he had a more 
interesting subject. Porter was the naval hero of the War of 
1812, and he also played a large part in the subjugation of the 
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Barbary pirates. He was a man of strong will and a violent 
temper, and as Turnbull unfolds his story we get a clear pic¬ 
ture of a man who was a commander in fact as well as in 
name, and of a period when the captain of a war vessel was 
monarch of all he surveyed. Mr. Turnbull, a naval engineer, 
combines a thorough knowledge of ships and men of an 
earlier day with an engaging style. These two books are dis¬ 
tinct contributions to American biography and history. 

There are some men who cannot adapt themselves to con¬ 
ventional biographical writing and fail when they try to do 
so. The Life and Times of Pieter Stuyvesant (1928) by Hen¬ 
drik W. Van Loon, is no more than a mediocre biography of 
the last, the most unusual, and the greatest of the Dutch gov¬ 
ernors of New Amsterdam. Stuyvesant is almost completely 
lost in the masses of Dutch and Swedish history which Van 
Loon tries to disentangle. If the book had been planned on 
a larger scale it might have presented both "life” and 
“times”; as it is it presents neither. Van Loon had too much 
material and failed to realize that a background must be clear- 
cut if it is going to serve as a means of presenting such a man 
as Pieter Stuyvesant. We get some idea of the famous Pieter 
stumping along the cobbled streets of New Amsterdam, but 
we get only a slight conception of the character, the spirit of 
the old man. There is a golden opportunity here for someone 
to write a fine biography, for Pieter Stuyvesant’s life is admir¬ 
ably adapted to modern biographical treatment. 

Mr. Van Loon’s second adventure into the biographical 
field is a book which may or may not be a biography, accord¬ 
ing to the individual point of view. I believe R. v. R; Being 
the Last Years and Death of One Rembrandt Harmenszoon 
van Rijn (1930) is one of the great biographies of modern 
times. Some may say that it violates every rule of biographical 
writing that has ever been formulated. It does violate every 
rule except one: the re-creation of a man as he really was. It 
is fictional biography: yes, glorious fiction, the fiction of real¬ 
ity. Rembrandt’s life cannot be measured by any known 
standard, and his biographer took no more license than his 



2 3 6 AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 

Maker. It is a combination of knowledge, imagination, and 

pure genius, so fused that the result is art-and it makes little 
difference how we classify it. 

R. v. R. is patently fictionized biography. It purports to 
be the story of Rembrandt’s life, set down, as he knew and 
learned of it, by an uncle of the editor (Mr. Van Loon). The 
uncle knew Rembrandt so well because he was his physician 
and most intimate friend; and knowing how great a man and 
artist Rembrandt was, he tried to tell the tragedy that was 
Rembrandt’s life. This is fictionized biography, but it is also 
the closest approach to Rembrandt himself that we shall ever 
have. 

R. v. R. is not only Rembrandt; it is Amsterdam, Holland, 
and Europe and America of the seventeenth century. There 
are literally throngs of people in the book, and we know all 
of them. We meet scientists with imaginations, and artists 
with a complete understanding of science as it then was, par¬ 
ticularly physiological and physical science. We meet Des¬ 
cartes and Leibnitz, Rubens and Van Dyke. We live in the 
intellectually charged atmosphere of the European continent 
of the seventeenth century, and we can understand, a little, 
how men came to think and paint and write as they did in 
those days. The book is the spirit of the age, and Rembrandt 
van Rijn is the spirit of the book. Throughout this very long 
book, Rembrandt is never forgotten. His genius and art, his 
character, his work are the light, and also the reflections, of 
the century. There is nothing of the technical in this book 
which any intelligent reader cannot understand. One reader 
learned more about the reality of the seventeenth century 
from this book than from all the histories of the time that he 
has read. The things that make this book great may, in the 
minds of most people, make it absurd as a biography. That 
may be true; the fact that it is not only unorthodox but he¬ 
retical is also true; nevertheless, this book is as much a revela¬ 
tion of the life of a man and his contemporaries as Tom Jones 
or Henry Esmond. 

America has not yet produced a great painter, but she has 
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produced more than her share of religious fanatics. Of these, 
none is more interesting than Lorenzo Dow. Charles C. Sel¬ 
lers, in Lorenzo Dow, the Bearer of the Word (1929), has 
given us a remarkably good biography of one of the most 
famous itinerant preachers of the early nineteenth century. 
He was a master of the art of “camp-meeting religion," and 
his fame drew thousands wherever he preached. So great was 
his success that he went to Ireland to convert the Irish 
heathen to real Christianity; there is, however, a limit to 
every man’s success. Mr. Sellers has not only given us a fas¬ 
cinating and excellent study of Dow, but he has contributed 
an important chapter to the religious and social history of 
America. 

Mr. Sellers’ second biography, Benedict Arnold, the Proud 
Warrior (193°)* is the first attempt at a rational account of 
the man whose name is a synonym for traitor. Isaac Arnold 
tried to present an explanation of Arnold’s treachery, but he 
did not analyze his character. This is where Mr. Sellers suc¬ 
ceeds so well; he shows us a man who was by nature brave, 
impetuous, extravagant, careless, and vain. If we study this 
character as Sellers develops it, we can understand, at least 
partly, why Benedict Arnold betrayed his country. He was 
the moving spirit of the expedition to Quebec, and did more 
than his share to make that expedition a success. He aided 
Ethan Allen at the capture of Fort Ticonderoga; he fought as 
a private at Saratoga when his rank was not given the proper 
recognition. He was one of Washington’s strongest supports 
in the early years of the war. For all this and more he received 
only belated recognition from Congress and wounds which 
incapacitated him for field service. Arnold lacked will power; 
he was careless about his accounts; he lived extravagantly; 
and he felt that he had not received proper recognition for 
his services. His grievances and the defects of his character 
were ferule soil in which the seeds of treachery grew for more 
t an a year before that treachery was discovered. As Mr. Sel¬ 
lers points out, he paid for his treason, and he died a thor¬ 
oughly miserable man. In this honest, searching life of 
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Arnold we get an explanation of his conduct which, while 
it in no way excuses him, does enable us to see his life as it 
really was, and to understand how he could reach the point 
of treason. 

Benedict Arnold, the Proud Warrior is a study of charac¬ 
ter; Allen Tate’s Stonewall Jackson, the Good Soldier (1928) 
is a study of war. This short biography of the great Confeder¬ 
ate general is a military life with just enough personal back¬ 
ground to round out the picture. Although written for a 
popular series of biographies, the method is not suitable for 
a biography of this sort because the general reader is not in¬ 
terested in an account of battles; he is interested in the man 
who fought those battles. The battle scenes and movements 
are brilliantly described, but we learn very little of the man 
who planned and executed them. 

Mr. Tate uses practically the same method in Jefferson 
Davis, his Rise and Fall; a Biographical Narrative (1929). The 
major portion of the book is concerned with Davis’ Presi¬ 
dency of the Confederate States and his active leadership in 
the Civil War. Mr. Tate is sympathetic toward his subject, 
but this sympathy does not prevent him from pointing out 
the numerous and serious mistakes that Jefferson Davis made. 
He thought he was a military strategist and was constantly 
interfering in the various campaigns. His most serious defect, 
and the one that brought about his downfall, was pride. He 
was blinded by it and was unable to see the inevitable out¬ 
come of the war. He refused to accept advice, acknowledge 
defeat, or alter the plans that he had made. The Jefferson 
Davis of this book is a magnificent failure, and Mr. Tate 
seems to have given him the fairest possible treatment. A com¬ 
parative study of Raymond Holden’s Abraham Lincoln (in 
the same series) and Tate’s Jefferson Davis will prove most 
interesting from the point of view of biography and charac¬ 
ter. Like Stonewall Jackson, Jefferson Davis does not give the 
complete history of the man, although the latter book is a 
much better character study than the former. In all prob- 
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ability, the editorial policy of the series prevented a complete 
biography. 

Biographies of soldiers and men of letters must be com¬ 
plete if they are to be read by the general public. Matthew 
Josephson was aware of this fact when he wrote Zola and his 
Time (1928) and Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1931)- The former 
is one of the best literary biographies of modem times. Even 
those who know nothing of the school of fiction which Zola 
founded will find it interesting, for they will know the man 
and his work when they have finished this book. Mr. Joseph¬ 
son tells the whole story of Zola’s busy and eventful life so 
that we can actually follotv this Parisian through his career 
as journalist, playwright, and novelist. We see him engaged 
in the labor of collecting material for his novels and plays by 
observing, and living, as far as he could, the lives of the va¬ 
rious classes of people he intended to describe in his novels, 
and the great “Rougon-Macquart” series embraces every pos¬ 
sible class of French society. We see him at play and at work, 
but mostly at w'ork, for he was tireless in his efforts to present 
life as he saw it. Josephson neither defends nor praises Zola 
the novelist; he merely tries to interpret his work according 
to his purpose and the success of his achievement. This, it 
seems to me, is the only proper method of criticism. Zola’s 
friends and contemporaries are clearly sketched, and the jour¬ 
nalistic and literary life of Taris re-created in a way that 
makes us feel as if we had lived in one of the most remarkable 
periods of French life and literature. Mr. Josephson has 
profited greatly from modern biographical methods, without 
becoming a psychologist, pathologist, or novelist. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (193 1 ) is a more scholarly book 
than Zola, for the subject demanded a great deal more re¬ 
search and a much w'ider field of study. It is, perhaps, a more 
important book than Zola, but it lacks the latter’s interest. 
It is, necessarily, a study of French life and thought in the 
eighteenth century, and of Rousseau’s economic, social, and 
educational theories. The life-writing is not slighted, but the 
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man is frequently lost in the reformer. Mr. Josephson’s style 
is a little heavier in this book, for it is quite natural for a 
writer to be influenced by his material. Jean-Jacques Rous¬ 
seau is a long and well-documented study of the man whose 
writings had a tremendous influence on the French Revolu¬ 
tion, as they had on French society. This biography is the 
best account in English of Rousseau and his work. 

Biographies of writers, as we shall see in a later chapter, 
became increasingly prominent in the later years of this 
period, for many of the older generation were dying, and the 
time had come for a modern revaluation of the poets, novel¬ 
ists, and essayists of the past. Such a book as Professor Samuel 
C. Chew’s Thomas Hardy, Poet and Novelist (1928) was a 
most welcome addition to critical biography. There is a great 
deal more criticism than biography in it, but, as it was writ¬ 
ten before Hardy’s death and was based on published mate¬ 
rial and Hardy’s writings, too much cannot be expected of it. 
It is an admirable account of Hardy’s work and contains all 
the necessary facts of his life. Mrs. Hardy s long biography of 
the novelist gives little more concrete information than is 
found in Professor Chew’s book. 

Swinburne (1929) is a much better biography than Thomas 
Hardy, and is equally good criticism. The improvement is 
attributable to the fact that Swinburne had a more diversified 
career and that his work is much more personal than Hardy’s. 
Hardy recorded his observations and thoughts in some of the 
best of modem English prose and poetry, while Swinburnes 
poetry was largely the outpouring of his nature and expe¬ 
rience. Criticism is always improved by biographical knowl¬ 
edge, but it is not always necessary, even with some of the 
great artists, to have complete knowledge of their lives in 
order to evaluate their writings. This is certainly true of 
Hardy and Swinburne. One was an artist of the mind, the 

other, an artist of the senses. 

There has been as much rewriting in the field of political 
and historical biography as there has been in literary life- 
writing. Some writers have ranged over the whole field; others 
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have confined themselves to certain periods or certain types 
of men. Donald Barr Chidsey chose the England of Anne and 
George II for his first biographies; later, he entered the fas¬ 
cinating field of Elizabethan England. Mr. Chidsey’s first 
book, Bonnie Prince Charlie (Charles Edward. Stuart) (1928), 
is the life of the Young Pretender, the leader of the rebellion 
of 1745, which was the last attempt made by the Stuarts to 
recover the throne of England. This man has been a neglected 
figure in English history and biography, for most English his¬ 
torians and biographers have been Whigs or supporters of 
the house of Hanover. Chidsey has no political opinions on 
the subject of the succession; he is interested in telling the 
story of Charles Stuart and his wanderings, before and after 
the rebellion. This is a remarkably good first biography, for 
it tells an interesting story in a most engaging manner. It is 
not a scholarly book; it makes no claim to original research; 
there is not a great deal of character analysis in it; but some¬ 
how we get to know Charles Edward Stuart, to understand 
why he could lead a rebellion and why his defeat was inevi¬ 
table; and, finally, we sympathize with this rather poor speci¬ 
men of royalty, if for no other reason than that he was the 
champion of a lost cause. Prince Charles was anything but a 
great man, and the author does not try to make a great man 
of him. He succeeds in making him very real and very human. 
That is why we sympathize with him. 

When Chidsey chose Marlborough, the Great Conqueror 
(1929), he chose a subject particularly suited to his talents. 
There have been numerous lives of Marlborough, but none 
has made the man’s life and career as pljiin as this one of 
Chidsey’s. There is as little history as possible in this life of 
one of the greatest of English soldiers, but it tells what sort 
of man Marlborough was, how he reached the position of the 
most powerful Englishman of his day, and of the part that 
his wife, Sara, Duchess of Marlborough, played in his career 
In short, it is a chatty, informal account of Jack and Sara 
Churchill, Queen Anne, and those other contemporaries of 
Churchill who were his friends and enemies. 



242 AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 

Chidsey pursues the same method in Sir Walter Raleigh; 
That Damned Upstart (1931) and Sir Humphrey Gilbert 
( 1 93 2 )* These half-brothers were equally famous in their day, 
but Gilbert’s early death dimmed his memory, while Raleigh 
is still a romantic figure. His execution as a traitor, the legend 
of the cloak and Queen Elizabeth, and the romance of the 
man’s whole life will always attract the attention of the world; 
for we are sentimentalists, thrill seekers, and Raleigh pro¬ 
vides an excuse for tears and a reason for thrills. In his own 
day Raleigh was more hated than loved, for he was one of 
Elizabeth’s favorites and he was not of noble birth. In his 
life of Raleigh, Mr. Chidsey has tried to give us the man as 
he really was, and it seems that he has succeeded. Raleigh was 
a great man in a world of great men, because he could do so 
many things well. As Mr. Chidsey points out, he was a poet 
of parts, a keen business man, a great soldier, and a greater 
lover of adventure. He was also his own worst enemy. His 
vices and his virtues are given equal importance, and if we 
weigh the facts, as Chidsey has weighed them, we are forced 
to admit with him that Raleigh was a brave man, an honest 
man (for his day), and one who helped materially to make 
the Age of Elizabeth the greatest period in English history. 
Americans have reason to remember Raleigh, for, with the 
vision of an empire builder, he persisted in his attempts to 
colonize America. None of his colonies survived, but he laid 
the foundations for the colonies that developed, even before 
his death. 

Mr. Chidsey’s biographies are good for at least two reasons: 
care in separating fact from fancy, and an interest in his sub¬ 
jects that makes his books eminently readable. Mr. Chidsey 
can be classed among the best of modern biographers because 
he is honest in the use of his materials. He tells us what are 
the facts and what the legends that have grown up around his 
subjects. He gives anecdotes and second-hand stories for what 
they are worth, and no more. He seldom heightens his picture 
by drawing on his imagination for what might have been, 
and he makes no attempt to dogmatize concerning the many 
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points, in the lives of these four men, that never have been 
and never will be settled. As far as one can tell, his sources 
are those open to everyone and his narratives are based on 
those sources. Marlborough and Raleigh have not had a less 
prejudiced commentator than Mr. Chidsey. 

Chidsey’s biographies may not appeal to scholars of the 
two periods, but they were not written for scholars, and we 
must judge them from the author’s purpose and not our 
own. In style, they are remarkable. While extremely modern 
in tone and manner, they are neither flippant nor fictional. 
They have a freshness of tone, a simplicity of expression that 
many an older writer tries to give, but fails. Chidsey is a 
young man, and only a young man can interpret a Raleigh 
or a Marlborough in terms of modern life. It is the youth, the 
gusto, the simplicity of these four biographies that give them 
their charm and their importance. Only the future can tell 
whether or not this young biographer will develop into the 
artist of which these books give promise. 


4 

The subject of rewriting in modem biography will be more 
fully considered in a later chapter, but it is worthy of com¬ 
ment here that almost every professional biographer between 
1929 and the present has taken subjects which have received 
previous biographical treatment. There are numerous reasons 
for these restatements, but the most important one seems to 
be that both biographer and reader seem to feel the neces¬ 
sity for presenting old subjects in the light of modern method 

and with the additional knowledge that has become acces¬ 
sible. 

Mis. Dorothie Bobte has presented modem versions of the 
lives of three women and one man prominent in early Ameri¬ 
can hfe. Her lint two biographies, A bigail A dams, the Second 
Fjrst Lady (.929) and Mr. and Mrs. John Quincy Adams; an 
Adventure m Patriotism (1930), were written for a popular 
series of short biographies. They are among the very best in 
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the series, for they reveal the personalities of their subjects 
with a minimum of historical background. The analyses are 
most skilfully done and the judgments fair and accurate, par¬ 
ticularly in the case of John Quincy Adams, the most com¬ 
plex character of all the Adamses. Both lives are written with 
grace and charm and a sound psychological insight, which is 
as much the result of sympathetic understanding as it is of 
patient research. Mrs. Bobbe gave the best interpretation of 
John Quincy Adams and his wife that was available at that 
time. 

In Fanny Kemble (1931), Mrs. Bobbe has written a defini¬ 
tive life of the great actress and Shakespearean reader. Much 
longer than the earlier books, this biography is a very com¬ 
plete and equally fascinating account of Miss Kemble’s pub¬ 
lic and private life. It is said of some conventional biographies 
that they read like novels, and this is true of this book, al¬ 
though it does not make use of any fictional or imaginative 
devices. She tells the story of the life as dramatically as it was 
lived, and there was both comedy and tragedy in the life of 
Fanny Kemble. Her English birth into a famous theatrical 
family, her training and her debut on the stage, her suc¬ 
cesses in America and her unfortunate marriage are faithfully 
chronicled with an understanding and an enthusiasm that is 
communicated to the reader. The author must have lived, as 
we live, through those strenuous years w T hen Fanny was 
achieving fame and fortune, happiness and misery in Eng¬ 
land and America. Fanny Kemble’s separation from her hus¬ 
band, Pierce Butler, marks a definite point in her life, for it 
was then that she began the dramatic readings that took her 
through the whole of the United States and gave her a fame 
even greater than that which she achieved on the stage. This 
book is as important a contribution to the social and dramatic 
history of America as it is to biography. 

Mrs. Bobbe had Miss Kemble’s three volumes of memoirs 
and innumerable references in contemporary memoirs and 
biographies, in addition to her correspondence. Conse- 
auentlv, the foundations of this life are solid and based on 
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the best possible information. Added to the truth of the book 
is a style that is mature, plastic, and dramatic, a style pecul¬ 
iarly adapted to the personality it portrays. 

The art of biography lies, primarily, in the ability of the 
biographer to re-create the subject in his own mind, and to 
transfer that re-creation to the printed page so that the reader 
sees the man or woman as the writer saw them. Mrs. Bobbe 
did this in her biographies; Marquis James has been even 
more successful in his lives. The Raven ; a Biography of Sam 
Houston (1929) is life-writing at its best. It is great narrative, 
great character analysis, and great history. It vitalizes a man, 
an era, and a phase of American life that has passed. To give 
a clear-cut account of a man who was a lawyer, Governor of 
Tennessee, an honorary member of an Indian tribe, a general 
in the Texas revolution, President of the Texas Republic, 
minister from Texas to the United States, and later Senator 
from the state of Texas is not an easy task; to carry the spirit 
and the character through his victories and defeats is even 
more difficult, but that is what Mr. James did, and only a 
small part of what he did. His knowledge of frontier life and 
character is remarkable, and even more remarkable is the fact 
that one forgets the tremendous amount of research involved 
m the fascination of the book. Mr. James took Sam Houston 
as he found him, presented him as he actually was, retaining 
the romance, the misery, and the glory that came to Houston. 
The method of the book is that of all great biographies-plain 
narrative, vivid background, and masterly analysis, not only 
of Houston but of the host of minor figures in his drama, 
tempered with a balanced judgment that leaves the verdict 
ta the reader, and expressed in a style that has the suppleness 
and the drama necessary to the telling of such a story. The 
Pulitzer Prize committee had no difficulty in choosing the 
best biography of ,929. This book is a further proof of the 
axiom t hat when a competent biographer has a great sub¬ 
ject, his effort will be crowned with success. The Raven is 
not on y a great biography, it is one of the important books 
m the literature of the frontier. 
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Mr. James justified the unanimous voice of the critics when 
he published Andrew Jackson: Border Captain (1933). Jack¬ 
son’s career was not different from that of Houston, but Jack- 
son is a more difficult subject to treat because so much has 
been written about him. The Raven explored a virgin field. 
Andrew Jackson is the filtration of all that has been written 
concerning “Old Hickory,” to which is added a decidedly 
new point of view. Parton was an ardent admirer of Jackson, 
who could see his faults as well as his virtues. Bassett was 
a historian, writing of Jackson as a public man. James is the 
character critic, trying to show Andrew Jackson as he was in 
love and war, in politics and business. We cannot judge this 
book as a complete biography, for it takes Jackson only to 
the fifty-fourth year of his life, a period when he believed that 
his public career was over when in fact it was only beginning, 
and that he could spend the remainder of his life as a wealthy 
planter at “The Hermitage with his beloved Rachel. 

As far as he has gone, James has given an entirely new in¬ 
terpretation to Jackson’s character. Without detracting in the 
least from Jackson’s patriotism, courage, and leadership, the 
author has shown us that Jackson acted always in his own in¬ 
terests, and the fact that those interests generally coincided 
with the interests of the state or the nation was of secondary 
importance. Jackson was honest and brave, but he was am¬ 
bitious for wealth and power above everything else, and it 
was that ambition that made him a lawyer, congressman, 
judge, general, and business man. He was a faithful public 
servant, but he always had Andrew Jackson in mind. This 
interpretation does not affect Jackson’s reputation; it simply 
provides a motive for his actions. Every man has a motive m 
life, and to disregard that motive, as so many biographers do, 
is to fail to understand completely the life of any great man. 
It would seem from this first volume-we assume that the 
work will be completed-that Mr. James will repeat, perhaps 
exceed the success that he made in The Raven. The border 
captain is completely realized; the President is yet to come. 

Four writers who made their first appearance as biogra- 
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phers in 1929 chose European subjects in widely different 
fields. The most prolific of them, David G. Loth, has written 
four biographies of great figures in four different periods of 
history. The Brownings: a Victorian Idyll (1929) is a real 
biography of Robert and Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and 
their poetry is given a secondary place. The result is admir¬ 
able life-writing, for Mr. Loth avoided the pitfalls that beset 
the path of the average Browning critic. Many people have 
tried to write about the poetry that they wrote; few have at¬ 
tempted the story of their own gTeat poem, and it is here 
that Loth is so successful. It may be that their life had little 
to do with their poetry, but the idyll, for such it was, is worth 
telling for itself. No one, it seems, has so completely re-created 
the personalities of these two lovers, one of whom at least 
was a great poet, as Mr. Loth has done. With a simple and 
dramatic style, he has allowed us to live with Robert and 
Elizabeth through the years from their elopement to the end 
of the romance. We speak of them as Robert and Elizabeth 
because the author brings their lives so close to ours that we 
feel as if we had lived with them. He has done this without 
being either facetious or smart. He has simply used the best 
modern biographical methods as they should be used. 

Lorenzo, the Magnificent (1929) is another excellent re¬ 
creation of personality, and a more difficult task than the first 
book. Lorenzo de Medici has always been a figure in history 
rather than a man, the apogee of the Italian Renaissance, the 
patron of the great painters, sculptors, and poets of the day. 
He was all these things, but he was something more—he was 
a man, and it is the man rather than the symbol that Loth 
presents. This is a closer approach to Lorenzo as he really 
was than any other biographer has given us. It is pure biog¬ 
raphy rather than biographical history, and it seems to be 
more readable than more complete accounts of the Medici 
are. It is Lorenzo de Medici, the Florentine, the banker, the 
politician, the statesman whom we come to know so inti¬ 
mately; the lover and patron of art is here, too, but subordi¬ 
nated to his proper place in the larger life of the man. 
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In Royal Charles, Ruler and Rake (1930), Mr. Loth makes 
a contribution to biography and history that has the accuracy 
of scholarship and the charm of good literature. Charles II 
is one of the many figures concerning whom there have been, 
until lately, only two opinions. He has been delineated as a 
good king or a bad king, but no conventional biographer ever 
tried to understand the man, to determine why he was good 


or bad, as a king or as a man. It has always been possible to 
find facts to support either point of view; those facts were 
collected and the result was called a biography. This bigotry 
is not confined to any particular nation. It is one of the funda¬ 
mentals of human nature, but it has been more prominent in 
English and American literature than in that of any other 
country in the world. Royal Charles is just one example of 
the attempt that is being made by honest modem biographers 
to show us what men and women really were or are, instead 
of whitewashing or blackening their characters. Neither the 
Tory biographer nor the Whig historian has been fair to 
Charles II. Each has presented him in a fashion that Charles 
himself would have been the first to deride. As Mr. Loth tells 


the story, Charles is neither a great saint nor a great sinner. 
If we read this book carefully, we shall discover a man who 
was a clever politician, a statesman of ability, and a ruler who 
labored under the delusion that the word “subject had a 
literal meaning. Charles's principal defects in character were 
lack of will power and indifference to everything but the 
pleasures of life. In Royal Charles, Mr. Loth analyzes the 
character of Charles II in a manner that enables us to under¬ 
stand the man, though we probably do not like him °r ad¬ 
mire him. Not only is this a strikingly good biography, but 
it Shows the England and the London of Charles II as they 
really were, a nation and a city freed from the bonds of Puri¬ 
tanism, and going on a holiday with the man who “ ver “ 
a foolish thing, and never did a wise one at their head Th 
quotation is just one of many opinions which this biography 


has corrected. 

Mr. Loth’s latest biography is 


Philip 11 of Spain (i 93 2 )- 
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Following the method and manner of his previous books, he 
has told the very complicated story of Philip, adhering as 
closely as possible to pure biography. Philip’s life really en¬ 
compassed the history of Europe in the sixteenth century, for 
the Spanish empire was at that time the largest empire in the 
world. The fact that Loth was able to write this life, using 
only a minimum of history, is indicative of his skill, his art as 
a biographer. In this short account there is a complete realiza¬ 
tion of the character and personality of the most powerful 
monarch of his time. This book is not so interesting as any of 
the preceding lives because Philip was not a great man in 
any sense of the word. He would have made an admirable 
chief clerk, he loved detail, and, if genius is “an infinite ca¬ 
pacity for taking pains,” he was a genius. He lived and died 
a Spaniard and his vision never extended beyond the bound¬ 
aries of Spain, even though his soldiers were in America and 
the greatest of his fleets was destroyed in the English Chan¬ 
nel and the Irish Sea. It was because he lacked vision that 
he lost his fleet and his successors lost America. It is this color¬ 
less, careful, quiet, pious, and intriguing man, whom Mr. 
Loth makes real in Philip II of Spain. 

There are few biographers who choose as widely different 
subjects as Mr. Loth has chosen, and fewer who succeed as 
well as he has succeeded. All-his books are based on sound 
biographical principles and each confines itself to the subject. 
Comparison of biographies of great historical figures is un¬ 
fair; for some biographers make their subjects the centers of 
an epoch, while others confine themselves to the study of an 
individual. Mr. Loth belongs to the latter group and has ac¬ 
complished his purpose, the re-creation of the life, character, 
and personality of an individual. With the possible exception 
of Royal Charles these books could have been made more in¬ 
teresting by the insertion of more detail, but the substantial 
portrait is there and detail is largely a matter of taste. The 
Brownings, Lorenzo, Royal Charles, and Philip II of Spain 
contain all that is important to an understanding of these 
very different people. Experience, perhaps, will broaden 
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Mr. Loth’s canvas, but if a choice must be made between his¬ 
torical and personal biography, where the subject is interest¬ 
ing historically and personally, the personal method produces 
better life-writing. 

In Fairfax Downey we have the exact opposite of that type 
of biographer represented by David Loth. Downey is as ro¬ 
mantic in his biographical point of view as Loth is realistic, 
and he certainly chose the romantic hero when he wrote the 
lives of Sultan Suleyman and Richard Burton, the most pic¬ 
turesque of Turkish emperors and Levantine scholars. 
Grande Turke; Suleyman the Magnificent, Sultan of the Ot¬ 
tomans (1929) is a grand, romantic biography of a picturesque 
man and period. A contemporary of the great kings of the 
West, Philip II, Henry' VIII, and Francis I, Suleyman was the 
greatest of the Ottoman rulers when the Turks were at the 
height of their power. He was a great man and a great sol¬ 
dier and ruler, living in the midst of Oriental splendor. The 
biographer of such a man can hardly restrain his imagination; 
there must be an irresistible impulse to add something of 
the Arabian Nights to such a biography. Mr. Downey did not 
entirely resist this impulse, and his biography is on the bor¬ 
derline between romance and reality. It seems to be funda¬ 
mentally true, it is fascinating reading, but the background 
and embellishments are those of Sir YValter Scott rather than 
James Boswell. We must take such a book as this for what it 
seems to be worth, for it will appeal to some and be branded 
as fiction by others. Books of this type add little to the litera¬ 
ture of biography, but they do add to our pleasurable read- 
ing. 

Mr. Downey’s Burton, Arabian Nights Adventurer (1931) 
is a real biography, with a romantic tinge. Richard Burton 
was one of the great adventurers of modern times, and it is 
impossible to consider him in a coldly realistic manner. 
Downey tried to present a fair analysis of the man; he at least 
told the truth about Burton’s character, his difficulties with 
the English Government, and his writings. Earlier biogra¬ 
phers were prejudiced either for or against the man; Downey 
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presented the facts as he understood them, and left many 
questions, the truth of which could not be determined, to the 
judgment of the individual reader. The plain narrative of 
this great linguist, explorer, translator, and writer is worth 
telling for itself, and Mr. Downey is a good story teller. It is 
not necessary to analyze the character of every man who is 
worthy of a biography; the narrative of his life is often suffi¬ 
cient. Mr. Downey’s account of Burton’s translations and 
writing is short, for his version of the Arabian Nights is rec¬ 
ognized as the best, and his Pilgrimage to Meccah has long 
been a classic in travel literature. His other translations and 
writings are equally well known, even the erotica that was 
destroyed by Mrs. Burton after his death. Burton, Arabian 
Nights Adventurer is a good piece of life-writing, for it at 
least tries to portray the actual man. 

In the course of this chapter we have had biographers cov¬ 
ering many fields and individual biographers, such as Sedg¬ 
wick, Werner, Gorman, and Loth writing on a variety of 
subjects, but no American biographer has chosen such widely 
different subjects as S. Guy Endore did when he wrote Casa¬ 
nova; his Known and Unknown Life (1929) and Sword of 
God: Jeanne d’Arc (1931). Each is the best biography of the 
subject that has appeared in English, and both are excellent 
biographies per se. 

Because of the memoirs which he left, Jacques Casanova 
is one of the best-known men of the eighteenth century. He 
wrote the memoirs in his old age, and, like all such writings, 
they contain fiction intended as fact. Mr. Endore made a 
thorough investigation of Casanova’s life and writings, and, 
using the memoirs as a basis, has written a full-length biog¬ 
raphy, filling in the spaces and checking the facts. Casanova, 
by his own admission, was one of the world’s great lovers and 
adventurers. He went everywhere, did everything, and knew 
everyone worth knowing in continental Europe in the eight¬ 
eenth century. This is what his memoirs tell us, but his 
biographer has toned down Casanova’s own story, without 
altering the character of the man or the spirit of the book. To 



252 


AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 


those who have read the Memoirs of Casanova, this book is 
indispensable; to those who have not, it will give a more 
complete picture of Casanova than he gave of himself. Mr, 
Endore, writing without prejudice, presents as much of the 
truth about Casanova as possible. The complete manuscript 
of the Memoirs will never be published. If it were, we should 
not understand the man more completely than Mr. Endore 
has understood and presented him. The author has preserved 
all the charm of the Memoirs, and has added an excellent 
style of his own. Of its type, this life has few equals in mod¬ 
em biography. 

The Maid of France was as unique a personality as Jacques 
Casanova, and a much more controversial figure in history 
and literature. The literature concerning this girl, who died 


before she was twenty, has reached enormous proportions, 
but no better book on the subject has ever been written than 
Mr. Endore’s Sword of God: Jeanne d’Arc. Until modem 
times, Jeanne was believed to be either a creature of the devil, 
or a saint. The Roman Catholic Church has accepted her as 
a saint and canonized her; it may very well be that there are 
people living today who believe that she was possessed by the 
devil. For centuries after her death the controversy raged 
until intelligent men began to take an objective rather than 
a subjective point of view as to men and things in this world. 
Doctors, lawyers, theologians, and novelists have written 
about her, and she has been declared sane and insane, guilty 
and innocent, a saint and a witch. Mr. Endore’s book takes 
no point of view, but presents all of them. The volume is 
divided into two parts, the Narrative and the Discussion. In 
the Narrative, Endore tells the story of Jeanne as he found 
it in the original and secondary sources. The Discussion, the 
more important part of the book, provides a commentair on 
almost every bibliographical item and an explanation of th 
author’s point of view regarding Jeanne s visions and subs 
quent actions. Mr. Endore does not force his opinion on the 
reader, but it is very evident that he believes and would 
have us believe in the divine mission of Jeanne. Even thoug 
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we may not accept Endore’s conclusions, we must admit that 
he has written an able biography, and that his patient re¬ 
search and complete discussion of the medical, legal, and 
theological phases of the subject offer the best basis for final 
judgment that has ever been given. It may be argued that 
the separation of narrative and discussion is bad method: it 
is the only method Mr. Endore could have used to present 
his case, without becoming dogmatic. He tries to achieve the 
fundamental purpose of biography: the re-creation of the 
individual as she really was. It remains for the reader to ac¬ 
cept or reject the conclusions. 

Robert P. T. Coffin found the subjects of his biographies 
in one field, Stuart England. Laud, Storm Center of Stuart 
England (1930) is a very readable life of that Archbishop of 
Canterbury who drove so many Puritans to America. Profes¬ 
sor Coffin misinterprets Laud, for he tries to make him a 
literary man w r hen he was only a fighting clergyman who gave 
his enemies the choice of conformation, prison, or exile. The 
author’s preoccupation with Laud’s literary side, which was 
negligent, spoils what might have been an excellent study of 
character. Coffin s second book, The Dukes of Buckingham ; 
Playboys of the Stuart World (1933), is nothing but a collec¬ 
tion of court gossip and spicy anecdotes which has accumu¬ 
lated around these favorites of James I. 

Every biographer has the privilege of working out his own 
method for presenting his subject. Some are decidedly un¬ 
orthodox; others are strictly conventional. James Truslow 
Adams is well known as one of the best of modern American 
historians, and his first biography is quite in keeping with 
his histories. The Adams Family (1930) is a group biography 
of five generations of the most famous political family in 
America. The Prologue tells of the American origins of the 
family, and the later sections present short but excellent 
studies of John Adams, John Quincy Adams, Charles Francis 
Adams, his sons and grandsons, including Charles Francis 
Adams, Secretary of the Navy in the Hoover cabinet. The 
biography of this family is told in the perfected style of all 
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of Mr. Adams writings, and he manages to give remarkably 
clear and correct character studies of each of the important 
members of the family. It is not an easy matter to give unity 
to such a work as this, but Mr. Adams did it successfully be¬ 
cause he wrote of the family as he would write of an in¬ 
dividual. 

In 1932, Adams published a monograph on Henry Adams, 
the historian and author of The Education of Henry Adams. 
This small book was written as an introduction to the col¬ 
lected writings of Henry Adams. Financial conditions made 
such a project impossible at this time, and the introduction 
was published as a biography. As an introduction it would 
have been adequate; as a biography it leaves much to be 
desired. Few men could have written a better biography of 
Henry Adams than James Truslow Adams—he is not related 
to the family whose biography he has written—for he has the 
historical background and the literary distinction necessary 
to such a task. There is all the more reason for regret in that 
Henry Adams will be a literary figure long after his family 
has been forgotten. His History of the United States During 
the Administration of Jefferson, Madison and Monroe is a 
historical classic, and The Education of Henry Adams is one 
of the great books in American literature. 

It is sometimes impossible to interpret a man completely. 
Henry Adams failed, with himself as the subject, and Vivian 
J. McGill succeeded only partially in August Strindberg, the 
Bedeviled Viking (1930). Mr. McGill seems to be a philoso¬ 
pher and he tried to present Strindberg’s life and work from 
a philosophical point of view. The result is a mixture of 
philosophy and biography in which Strindberg frequently 
becomes lost in the midst of his own and the author’s philoso¬ 
phy. Despite the faulty method, the figure of the Swedish 
dramatist emerges. Mr. McGill succeeded in giving us, in 
the book, the storm and stress that made Strindberg’s life a 
great failure. In spots, this biography is difficult reading, for 
the author was never quite sure of his material or his inter- 
Dretation. Some of the faults of structure and method may 
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be attributed to the difficult subject; others are the result of 
a pseudo-philosophical style that is not suited to biographical 
writing, while still others are plain carelessness. 

Schopenhauer, Pagan and Pessimist (1931) is a better biog¬ 
raphy than A\igust Strindberg, for Mr. McGill wrote of the 
man rather than of his philosophy. It is a clear-cut biographi¬ 
cal record in which we understand how Schopenhauer came 
to write as he did. This book will suit the man who wants to 
know Schopenhauer; it is of very little use to the student who 
wants an interpretation of Schopenhauer’s philosophy. Before 
Mr. McGill can become a critical biographer he will have to 
adopt a method which will permit him to develop the char¬ 
acter of the subject as well as the nature of his work. 

In the course of this study it has been repeatedly demon¬ 
strated that the combination of history and biography is very 
often less successful than the combination of criticism and 
biography. Historical biography is successful only when the 
biography keeps the upper hand of the history. This was 
accomplished by Arthur Pound and Richard E. Day in John¬ 
son of the Mohawks ; a Biography of Sir William Johnson, 
Irish Immigrant, Mohawk War Chief, American Soldier, 
Empire Builder (1930). As biography, as history, as sheer 
romance, this is one of the best biographies of the century. 
Sir William is the feudal lord, the friend of the Indians, the 
faithful soldier of the king in this book as he was in life To 
histoncal accuracy and scholarly analysis of character was 
added a facile and charming style that completely disarms 
the reader, after he has passed the formidable title of the 


Mr. Pound alone published The Penns of Pennsylvania and 
England in 1932. This family biography is much less inter¬ 
esting than the earlier. It attempts to cover too much ground 
and it lacks the style of Johnson of the Mohawks. It is ac¬ 
curate and informative; but no member of the family emerges 

om the pages as a real man. It is a book about the Penns 
rather than a life of the Penns. 

In reading modern biography, one constantly comes upon 
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extreme examples of the heavy and the light touch. The light 
touch frequently produces biographical fiction, as in the case 
of Byron Steel’s 0 Rare Ben Jonson (1927). This is a good 
story, well told, but it is not biography. It is mentioned 
here because Mr. Steel’s second book, Sir Francis Bacon, the 
First Modern Mind (1930), is in form a genuine biography. 
It is a brief and interesting account, but it adds nothing to 
our knowledge of Bacon’s life, or to our understanding of 
his work. The author simply states that Bacon’s was the first 
modern mind, and goes on repeating the statement in various 
forms. We get little conception of Bacon’s real character, and 
there is no background at all. Mere statements are not enough 
in any biography, and they are certainly inadequate in the 
case of such a famous and complex character as Bacon. This 
book has no value at all, for it is beneath the notice of the 
scholar, and will give the general reader an entirely wrong 
idea of Sir Francis Bacon. I believe that Mr. Steel is a young 
man and that experience in life and in writing will bring a 
more stable method than either Jonson or Bacon shows. 

Van Wyck Brooks was a young man when he wrote John 
Addington Symonds (1914). This little book is a biographical 
and critical study of a well-known English writer and Italian 
scholar of the late nineteenth century. It is a competent piece 
of work which was intended as criticism rather than biogra¬ 
phy, but it is mentioned here because it has some characteris¬ 
tics of biography. The next books of Mr. Brooks s, The 
Ordeal of Mark Twain (1920) and The Pilgrimage of Henry 
James (1925), are primarily criticism, but they contain suf¬ 
ficient facts concerning the lives of these writers to warrant 
their classification as critical biographies. As such, they prove 
the point that a writer with a preconceived idea of his sub¬ 
ject can make actual facts suit his purpose. In both these 
books, Mr. Brooks’s premises are incorrect and his conclu¬ 
sions are both incorrect and, to use a legal phrase, against 
the evidence. 

It is, however, with Mr. Brooks’s one genuine biography, 
the Life of Emerson (1932), that we are concerned. It is a 
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masterpiece as biography, as criticism, and as literature. The 
method is unique, for we see Emerson’s life as it passes 
through the mind of the author. It is as if Mr. Brooks had 
a photographic record of Emerson in his mind and we were 
permitted to watch the procession of photographs. It is as per¬ 
fect a re-creation of an individual life as any I have ever 
read, and an equally perfect example of pure narrative biog¬ 
raphy, a form that is uncommon and rarely successful. We 
see Emerson as he lived day by day, and so clear are his ac¬ 
tions that no explanation of them is necessary. The style is 
ideally adapted to the method, for it has a movement ex¬ 
actly in harmony with the movement of Emerson’s life. The 
apparent simplicity of the method indicates hours of intense 
living with the works and the biographical records of the 
Concord seer. It is a method that would suit few subjects, 
but it is a perfect vehicle for Emerson’s life story. 

5 

Gamaliel Bradford wanted to be a poet, a novelist, a play¬ 
wright. He achieved a permanent place in our literature as 
the writer of a kind of life-writing which he called psy- 
chography. According to his own statement, he turned to this 
work after he had failed as a creative writer. Like so many 
other people, he seems not to have considered biography as 
a form of creative art. But he must have known that he had 
made a distinct contribution to the literature of life-writing. 

Bradford wrote extensively on the subject of biography and 
his particular method. The most important of these writings 
are: Psychography” in A Naturalist of Souls (1917, 1926); 
Confessions of a Biographer” in Wives (1925); and ”Bi6g- 
raphy and the Human Heart” in the volume bearing that 
title published in 1932. With this material available, it is 
not necessary to go into an extensive discussion of Mr. Brad¬ 
ford’s method here. 

Contrary to the general opinion, Bradford was not a dis- 
Clp e of L y« on Strachey. His first biography, Lee the Ameri- 
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can, was published in 1912, and his first volume of short 
studies, Confederate Portraits, appeared in 1914, while Em¬ 
inent Victorians was not published until 1918. However, I 
think that Mr. Bradford’s later work was influenced by 
Strachey. 

Bradford began his career as a biographer in a more or 
less orthodox manner. Lee the American (1912) differs little 
from the conventional biography of the day. It is true that 
the author is primarily concerned with the development of 
Lee’s character, but the same may be said of the average biog¬ 
rapher. Furthermore, it was character rather than personality 
that made General Lee a famous and a great man. Con¬ 
federate Portraits (1914) and Union Portraits (1916) are col¬ 
lections of conventional biographical essays on some of the 
more important military and civil leaders of the North and 
the South. 

It was with Portraits of Women (1916) that Bradford began 
to develop the method which he later made famous. By this 
time he had come to the conclusion that the usual detailed 
record of a man’s life from birth to death was tiresome, un¬ 
satisfactory, and inartistic. He had come to believe that we 
can best understand the individual by taking certain out¬ 
standing characteristics and building a portrait or, as he 
would call it, a psychograph, from them. By this method, a 
peculiar trait, an idiosyncrasy, a mental aberration, the ability 
to do a particular thing, becomes the core of a study in char¬ 
acter. In the hands of such a literary artist as Mr. Bradford, 
this method provides interesting and provocative studies, 
but it does not produce biographies. We see only those par¬ 
ticular traits which the author wishes to use, and those traits 
exaggerated far beyond their importance in the lives of die 
individuals under analysis. Psychography is inadequate for 
the presentation of a man as he really was; it frequently 
gives false impressions of its subjects. To anyone who nows 
the lives of Mr. Bradford’s subjects, his studies are im¬ 
mensely interesting and often valuable. On the other han , 
the reader who first encounters Mme de SCvigne, J 



THE BIOGRAPHERS 


259 


Donne, James McNeill Whistler, or Caesar Borgia in these 
volumes will know little more of the real person after he has 
read Bradford than he did before he started. This is the 
principal objection to the study which depends entirely on 
the analysis of character. Biography must be more than that 
if it is to satisfy any of its purposes. 

Bradford’s next three volumes, A Naturalist of Souls 
(1917), Portraits of American Women (1919), and American 
Portraits (1922), are fairly conservative analyses of some 
Europeans and Americans. In the American volumes he fre¬ 
quently reverts to the conventional biographical essay. It 
would seem that the psychograph is adapted to only one type 
of subject, the unusual or abnormal. When the subject 
has no distinctive peculiarity, it is treated conventionally. 

Beginning with Damaged Souls (1923) and Bare Souls 
(1924), which are the finest examples of the art of psy- 
chography, Bradford’s style and method took on a distinctly 
modern manner and tone, a change which was, I think, the 
result of Strachey’s influence. The titles of the succeeding 
volumes, Wives (1925), As God Made Them (1929), Daugh¬ 
ters of Eve (1930), The Quick and the Dead (1931), and 
Saints and Sinners (1932), clearly indicate that Mr. Bradford 
was competing with the biographers of the new school for 
an audience. There was really no necessity for competition, 
for Mr. Bradford s work is much the best of its kind that was 
written between 1914 and 1933. 

It is impossible to itemize the subjects of Bradford’s four¬ 
teen volumes of short subjects. He studied a hundred and 
fourteen men and women, ranging from Pliny to Henry 
Adams, from John Donne to Keats, from Ninon de Lenclos 
to Charlotte Cushman, and from Jane Austen to Catherine 
the Great. The majority of his subjects lived in England or 
America during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and 
were either writers or public figures. The amount of work 
that Mr. Bradford did for each subject is almost inconceiv¬ 
able. When he was preparing to write his study of Mark 
Twain he read the forty-four volumes of Twain’s writings 
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and all of the available biographical material. He did the 
same thing in the case of Henry James and, presumably, for 
every other writer whom he considered. His preparation 
for his historical studies was just as wide and just as thorough. 

In addition to Lee the American, Bradford wrote three 
other long books, The Soul of Samuel Pepys (1924), Darwin 
(1926), and D. L. Moody: Worker in Souls (1927). These 
studies are constructed in the same manner as the shorter 
pieces. The Soul of Samuel Pepys provides the most complete 
demonstration of Bradford’s method. Based on the immortal 
Diary of Samuel Pepys, this study is a mosaic of Pepys’s soul. 
There is at least as much of Pepys’s writing in the volume as 
there is of Bradford’s. The latter picked from the Diary al¬ 
most every passage which would help him to probe into the 
nooks and corners of Pepys’s great and little soul. Of its kind, 
The Soul of Samuel Pepys is a masterpiece, but it is not a 
biography of the Admiralty clerk and secretary. 

Darwin and D. L. Moody are lacking in the same qualities 
that mar The Soul of Samuel Pepys-c ompleteness and vital¬ 
ity. Darwin is a study of Darwin’s development as a scientist, 
but not as a man. D. L. Moody is a fascinating account of the 
greatest American evangelist of the nineteenth century, and 
of his musical partner, Sankey, but if there were other sides 
of these men’s lives, Mr. Bradford has not revealed them. 

In his search for souls, the psychographer frequently for¬ 
got that his subjects had bodies and a daily existence. It is 
this lack of humanity, of vitality, that makes Bradford’s work 
a study rather than a re-creation of life. Bradford has given 
us nearly a score of interesting books; he has added some¬ 
thing unique to American literature, but he has not made 
a permanent contribution to life-writing as I have defined 

and used that term in this study. 

To my knowledge, Mr. Bradford has made only one dis¬ 
ciple. Using Bradford’s method, Edward C. Wagenknecht 
has written The Man Charles Dickens; a Victorian Portrait 
(1930) and Jenny Lind (1931). Both are excellent analyses 
of character, but-I must repeat-they are not biographies. 
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We do not know the lives of Charles Dickens and Jenny 
Lind after reading these books, though we do know a great 
deal about them. The distinction I have tried to make marks 
the difference between biography and books about people. 

There have been many volumes of short lives, biographi¬ 
cal essays, and character studies published in the last decade. 
All that I can do here is to indicate the nature of some of 
the more interesting and important books in this field. 

One of the most popular volumes of this type was Will 
Durant’s Story of Philosophy (1926). In a series of short 
studies written in a popular manner, Mr. Durant has given 
us accounts of the lives apd works of the great philosophers 
from Plato to Benedetto Croce and John Dewey. As short 
biographies these studies are worth reading, regardless of 
their value as criticisms of philosophy. Professor Charles F. 
Potter, in his Story of Religion as Told in the Lives of Its 
Leaders . . . (1929), attempted to present the subject of 
religion as Durant presented philosophy. This is one in¬ 
stance where biography fails as a satisfactory medium. Reli¬ 
gion is a continuous movement, and when it is presented in 
a series of sketches of the founders of the various faiths of 
the world, there are too many gaps in the story which cannot 
be closed. 

One of the most interesting of our modern biographical 
essayists is Meade Minnegerode. His three volumes, Lives 
and Times (1925), Some American Ladies (1926), and Cer¬ 
tain Rich Men (1927), contain excellent informal sketches of 
some famous and notorious men and women of the eight¬ 
eenth and nineteenth centuries. The first volume contains 
studies of Stephen Jumel, William Eaton, Theodosia Burr, 
and Edmund C. Genet. Mr. Minnegerode has caught the 
spirit not only of his subjects but of the times in which they 
lived to an extent that we know these adventurers as well 

as we know the American ladies and the rich men of the later 
volumes. 

The books mentioned must serve as an introduction to 
this form of biographical writing. Life-writing of this type 
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is frequently interesting, but, except in the case of a Brad¬ 
ford. contributes nothing new to the literature or the art of 
biography. A more complete list of these volumes of short 
li\es will be found in the bibliography. 


IX 


THE WORLD TURNS TO 
BIOGRAPHY 


I N addition to the field of professional biography, dis¬ 
cussed in the previous chapters, there have been many ex¬ 
cellent biographies written during the last fifteen years by 
poets, novelists, historians, and people who are not engaged 
in the profession of writing at all. Both the professional and 
the occasional biographer have been influenced by what are 
called modern methods of biography. In many instances the 
influence is quite obvious; in others it is not. Most of the 
professional biographers entered the field because it was 
profitable or because modern methods gave them opportuni¬ 
ties which conservative life-writing forbade or discouraged. 
The majority of really good modern biographies, whether 
professional or not, have been written because the authors 
wanted to present truthful accounts of their subjects. That 
they did not always succeed, or succeed in the way they 
intended, was due to lack of method or ability, and in a few 
instances to bad faith. 

This chapter and the next will cover the same period 
(1918-1933) that was covered in Chapter VIII, considering 
individual biographies according to subject and method. 
In this manner, the entire field of modern biography can be 
surveyed, including many lives which are investing because 
of the subject, regardless of method. The present chapter 
will include the lives of novelists, poets, dramatists, and merr 
of letters that have been written since 1918. The next chap¬ 
ter will discuss the remaining subjects in modern life-writing. 
The majority of these biographies are rewritings in the light 
of new material and modern interpretation. It has been said 
that every generation writes its own biographies. This is 
particularly true of the present generation, for it has new 

S63 
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methods and new points of view for the revelation and inter¬ 
pretation of character. 

Among the best revaluations of older writers is William 
Van der Weyde’s Life of Thomas Paine (1925). This book 
forms the first volume of the “Patriots Edition” of The Life 
and Works of Thomas Paine. This is a better biography than 
any life of Paine written in the nineteenth century, for it is 
less controversial and more complete. Mr. Van der Weyde is 
a great admirer of Paine, but his admiration does not blind 
him when it comes to an analysis and interpretation of 
Paine’s character. The purpose of this biography is to ex¬ 
plain the man and his work, and it gives us the complete 
account of Paine’s life and work before and after his ex¬ 
perience in America. Mo6t writers on Paine have given too 
much space to Paine’s work in America because they looked 
at him from a provincial rather than a cosmopolitan point of 
view. He was the voice of American independence, but he 
was also the voice of English and French liberty. Added to 
the excellent balance of the book, is a method that makes 
Thomas Paine a real man rather than a legend, and a style 
that carries us on along the rocky road that was Paine s. 
This is not only an admirable introduction to Paine’s writ¬ 
ings; it is an. excellent personal and critical biography. 

Mary Agnes Best published Thomas Paine; Prophet and 
Martyr of Democracy in 1927. This is an explanation and a 
defense of Paine, but it is not entirely successful. A style that 
is difficult, a defense that is spoiled by strident overemphasis, 
and a compression of a large mass of material into an in¬ 
adequate space combine to defeat the author s intentions. 

Miss Best is too serious; Harold Kellock, in Parson Weems 
of the Cherry Tree (1930), is too flippant. Mr. Kellock has 
performed a valuable service in collecting the available in¬ 
formation on Mason Locke Weems, Washingtons first biog¬ 
rapher, but he would have written a better book had he 
restrained the impulse to make merry at the parson s expense. 
This biography, with its occasional fiction and frequent 
irony, is a typical product of the times. It is admitted that the 
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life and character of Weems lend themselves to this sort of 
delineation, but it belittles the writer as much as it belittles 
the subject. As a factual account of Weems’s life, this is the 
most complete record that we have. 

Claude M. Newlin’s Life and Writings of Hugh Henry 
Brackenridge (1932) is, like Kellock’s book on Weems, the 
first complete account of the subject. A biographical thesis, 
it has all the virtues and vices of this type of life-writing. It 
is accurate, complete, and rather dull. Every other statement 
is fortified with a footnote, many of which are unnecessary 
and make for difficult reading. On the other hand, the book 
is a unified piece of writing, with the life and the literary 
criticism closely interwoven. Brackenridge was a chaplain in 
the Revolutionary War, a politician, a lawyer and associate 
justice of the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania, and a novelist. 
It is as a novelist that he is best remembered, for he wrote 
Modem Chivalry, the first picaresque novel in American 
literature and a delightful satire on life and politics in the 
early republic. Dr. Newlin has done full justice to every 
phase of Brackenridge’s diversified career. The background 
of Pennsylvania politics adds a great deal to the interest of 
the biography, though it would be a better book if there were 
less detail in it. 

The early American drama, and stage have attracted several 
writers into the biographical field. The Life and Dramatic 
Works of Robert Montgomery Bird (1919) is an interesting 
biographical thesis. Dr. Clement B. Faust has collected all 
the available biographical information on Bird and has con¬ 
tributed some excellent criticism on the romantic plays 
which made Bird famous in his day. This biography is a 
typical thesis, but it is the only complete account of Bird’s 
career. 

Bird wrote several plays for Edwin Forrest, one of the 
greatest of the early American tragedians and Shakesperean 
actors. In The Fabulous Forrest: The Record of an Ameri¬ 
can Actor (1929), Montrose J. Moses had a brilliant op¬ 
portunity of which he failed to take advantage. Forrest 
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dominated the American stage for many years, raised it to a 
higher plain than it had previously occupied, and left the 
stamp of his personality upon it. It is the personality of For¬ 
rest that escaped Mr. Moses, leaving the book only the 
shadow of a biography, although it is interesting and valuable 
as dramatic history. The explanation of the failure of the 
book, as a biography, is that Mr. Moses is primarily a his¬ 
torian of the theatre and not a biographer. 

Mr. Moses has some idea of what a biography should be. 

If we accept his one attempt at biography, Percy Mackaye 
has none at all. In Epoch; the Life of Steele Mackaye, Genius 
of the Theatre, in Relation to his Times and Contempora¬ 
ries; a Memoir by his Son (1927), Mr. Mackaye has written 
everything and anything but a life of his father. The two 
volumes represent a compilation of genealogy, theatrical 
history, stage production and lighting, inventive genius; in 
short, they are a magnificent collection of source material. 
If there was ever a biographical memorial, this is one. It is a 
glorious shaft of tinted and veined marble, it needs only 
the hand of a sculptor. 

All family biographies are not so formless as Mr. Mack- 
aye's. When Susan Glaspell wrote the Road to the Temple, 
the Life of George Cram Cook (1927), she brought to that 
writing the best of her literary art, making this biography of 
her husband a thing of life and beauty. Because she shared 
his interests and enthusiasms, as well as his life, she was able 
to interpret the man as he really was. It must have been 
admiration that led her to the writing of this book, but it 
was much more than admiration that produced this intelli¬ 
gent and charming biography. There is nothing better 0 
its type in American biography, and it will stand comparison 

with any literary biography of the day. f 

When we read such a book as Richard Lockbridge s Dar¬ 
ling of Misfortune, Edwin Booth (1932). we can more readi y 
appreciate Susan Glaspell's life of George Cram Cook. If 
Mr Lockbridge chose his title before he began to write, e 
started out wrong ai:d carried his mistake through to the 
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end. He has used every trick and device of the "rewrite 
school” of biographers in writing of a man who needs noth¬ 
ing to illuminate the glory or darken the tragedy of his 
career. A great man and a great actor, Edwin Booth is an 
ideal subject for a biographer who can or will understand 
and interpret him. This is not the first biography of Booth 
nor will it be the last, but it is to be hoped that a man who 
knows the drama as well as the stage, who understands char¬ 
acter as well as acting, who is a biographer and not a sensa¬ 
tionalist, will undertake the task in the future. 

2 

Although Herman Melville died in 1891, it was not until 
1921 that the first biography of him was published. For thirty 
years before his death and for more than ten years after it, 
Herman Melville was forgotten. Only one newspaper re¬ 
corded his death, disposing of the man in a few lines in the 
obituary notices. He certainly deserved more than that, even 
though he had published nothing since Piazza Tales (1856). 
About 1912 his writings were “discovered” and he began to 
come into his own as one of the great romantic writers. 

Raymond Weaver’s Herman Melville: Mariner and Mys¬ 
tic (1921) was the first complete account of the author of 
Moby Dick. Mr. Weaver spent years collecting material for 
this biography, which is as complete a record of Melville’s 
life as we shall ever have. After Melville’s death, his wife 
destroyed his manuscripts and correspondence, for, like so 
many other wives of great men, .she did not want the world 
to know the real man. However, Mr. Weaver and others 
have succeeded in re-creating Melville, with the aid of his 
own books and the correspondence that was left. Weaver’s 
Herman Melville is a conventional biography of the best 
type. He tells the story of Melville’s tortured existence as 
plainly as possible, letting Melville speak for himself wher¬ 
ever he can. His books form the basis of any biography of 
Melville, along with the few letters that have survived. Mr. 
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Weaver does not attempt any psychoanalysis of Melville’s 
character; he tries to explain him in human and normal 
terms. Melville comes to life in this book, a young man in 
New York, a sailor, a whaleman, a writer who must tell his 
experiences, a literary failure who is bitter, not because his 
books did not sell but because the world could not or would 
not understand him, and finally a disillusioned old man 
who, failing to earn a living by his pen, accepted a post as 
customs inspector in New York. This is the Melville Mr. 
Weaver presents and the only Melville that ever existed. The 
criticism in this book is quite as good as the biography. The 
connection between Melville’s life and writings is obvious 
to anyone who reads this life, but Mr. Weaver does not 
depend on the writings alone for his interpretation of char¬ 
acter. Such books as Melville wrote are a combination of 
experience and thought, a combination on which a biogra¬ 
pher can draw but on which he cannot entirely depend. Mr. 
Weaver takes Melville’s life plus his experience and writings 
and re-creates what he honestly believes to have been the 
real man. His method is the only sound one for such a sub¬ 
ject as Melville, or Poe, or Hawthorne. 

Mr. Weaver’s life of Melville and his edition of the col¬ 
lected writings did a great deal to strengthen Melville’s posi¬ 
tion in American literature, but it was not until seven years 
later that another biography appeared. Lewis Mumford’s 
Herman Melville (1928) purports to be a critical biography, 
based on a psychoanalytical study of Melville and the rela¬ 
tion between his life and his writings. Mr. Mumford is best 
known as a critic of American life and culture, and it is as a 
critic that he views Melville. The result is a very interesting 
book, but not a biography of Melville. In the first place, psy¬ 
choanalysis alone will not interpret a character. It may help 
the living; it cannot re-create the dead, for it separates the 
individual into his component parts, explains and interprets 
some of them, but leaves the question of human nature 
unanswered. In the second place, Mr. Mumford carries his 
theories of Melville’s actions to the point of absurdity. He 
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has all the apparatus and the jargon of the scientist and, like 
the scientist, attempts to explain everything on the basis of 
his method. Thirdly, the author allows his imagination to 
direct Melville’s actions, and he traces Melville’s thoughts 
throughout his life, a feat that may be interesting but is 
inimical to truth. Finally, there is distortion of facts for the 
purpose of proving a preconceived point of view. Like every 
other biographer of the two men, he takes up the relations 
of Hawthorne and Melville at the time both were living 
near Lenox, Massachusetts. Mr. Mumford tries to prove that 
Hawthorne disliked Melville, and uses Ethan Brand, a short 
story of Hawthorne’s, to make his point. Whether or not 
Ethan Brand resembles Melville I do not know, but I do 
know that Ethan Brand was written in the winter of 1847— 
1848, and that Hawthorne and Melville did not meet until 
the summer of 1850. Perhaps Mr. Mumford confused the 
date of publication, 1851, with the date of writing. The 
point of this is the oft-repeated statement that any biogra¬ 
pher can sustain any point of view, if he so desires. Proof of 
this kind makes one suspicious of the entire book, creating 
in the mind of the reader a doubt as to judgment as well as 
facts. 

If both of these biographies are read, one gets a fairly 
clear conception of Melville s life, the value of his writings, 
and the relation between what the man was and what he did. 
As biography, Mr. Weaver’s is the better book, for it is a 
more sincere attempt to tell the story of a life. Mr. Mum- 
ford’s criticism is immensely valuable and stimulating, mak¬ 
ing the reader want to reread Melville’s books. It remains, 
however, for a future biographer to write a great book about 
a great man. 

There is one phase of James Fenimore Cooper’s life that 
is comparable to the whole of Melville’s. He was as much 
misunderstood when he turned to public affairs as Melville 
was when he published Typee, Omoo, and Moby Dick. The 
misunderstanding affected Cooper’s later career and made 
him an even more caustic critic of manners and politics in 
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America than he would ordinarily have been. At his death 
he forbade that any biography should be written, but his 
daughter Susan gave some biographical information in a col¬ 
lected edition of her father’s novels. In 1888 Professor Louns- 
bury published his life of Cooper in the “American Men of 
Letters Series,” a book which is more critical than biographi¬ 
cal. Many years later a grandson of Cooper’s published two 
volumes of correspondence, which opened the way for a 


complete biography. 

In 1931, there appeared Fenimore Cooper: Critic of His 
Times, by Dr. Robert E. Spiller, the editor of a modem 
edition of Cooper’s travel books. The subtitle indicates that 
the book was intended as a discussion of Cooper s career as 
a writer on political and social questions in America rather 
than as a novelist. In reality, the book is neither biography 


nor criticism, although it attempts to be both. Dr. Spiller 
apparently lost sight of his original purpose, for the early 
part of the book is purely biographical in form, while the 
latter part is a criticism of both the novelist and the citizen. 
It is true that many of Cooper’s books and many of his pref¬ 
aces to other books are concerned with the activities of 
Americans at home and abroad, but those novels which place 
him among the writers of great romances are free from any 
criticism of the times. Had Dr. Spiller confined himself to 
his original purpose, he would have given us a very inter¬ 
esting book, but when he attempted to join biography and 
literary criticism to his central theme, he produced a book 
which is inadequate as biography, incomplete as literary 
criticism, and indefinite as to its real purpose. 

The first real biography of Cooper is Henry W. Boynton s 
lames Femmore Cooper (> 9 5 >)- Through the kindness of the 
present head of the Cooper famdy, Mr. Boynton hadI access 
,o all of Cooper's papers. He made excellent “«***"£ 
Dresentin ( r the portrait of the man who was quite differe 
from the°belligerent person of Professor U>umb«^s an 
Dr. Spider's books. In this biography we have Oiope 
olete life set down as he lived it. Mr. Boynton has corrected 
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many inaccuracies and misconceptions which have been per¬ 
petuated by literary historians, at the same time explaining 
and interpreting the real Cooper. The best feature of James 
Fenimore Cooper is that it is primarily biography and sec¬ 
ondarily criticism. We have plenty of critical material on 
Cooper, but we had no complete account of his life until 
Mr. Boynton’s book appeared. The story of Cooper’s life 
explains many problems which have bothered the critics, 
for Cooper was a business man as well as a novelist, and his 
business successes and failures frequently affected his writing. 
Before he became a novelist, he was a partner in several 
whaling voyages, and he added to his income in many other 
ways. His books were successful, but he wrote more than he 
should have or intended to, for, as his family grew and some 
of his investments failed, he was compelled to capitalize his 
success. Fenimore Cooper was neither the quarrelsome neigh¬ 
bor nor the litigious aristocrat that most writers have made 
him out to be. He was a genuine American who wanted to 
see his country on the right path to greatness. Mr. Boynton 
tells the entire story without resorting to any of the modern 
devices of psychology or fiction. Cooper’s life needed noth¬ 
ing to heighten the interest, for, although he was a man of 
letters, he had a most spectacular career in America and in 
Europe from the time of his expulsion from Yale until his 
death. As a plain, straightforward biography, it is not likely 
that Mr. Boynton’s book will be superseded. 

Cooper was one of the founders of the Bread and Cheese 
Club, the stronghold of the Knickerbocker group of writers. 
Among the members of this club was Fitz-Greene Halleck, a 
poet and man of letters, most of whose writings have long 
been forgotten. Shortly after his death in 1867, General 
James Wilson compiled a memorial biography of Halleck, 
which greatly overrates the author of Marco Bozzaris. Nel¬ 
son F. Adkins’ Fitz-Greene Halleck; an Early Knickerbocker 
Wit and Poet ( 1931) is the first modern study of Halleck. In 
this thesis biography, Dr. Adkins has written a history of the 
period rather than a life of Halleck. The author has neither 
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point of view nor method; he simply puts down everything 
he knows about Halleck and his contemporaries. As the 
literary history of a definite period and group in America, 
the book is both interesting and valuable; as a biography, it 
is almost negligible. 

In this period of rewriting, it was inevitable that Edgar 
Allan Poe should become the subject of various kinds of new 
biography. The dark spots in Poe’s life and those which he 
intentionally darkened must attract the biographer who uses 
Freudian methods of character delineation. Poe also attracts 
the literary detective and the biographer who is looking for 
a sensational subject. There is so much that is mysterious 
and unknown in Poe’s life that the desire to write about him 
is irresistible. The books on the various aspects of Poe’s life 
and writings are legion, but only those which purport to be 
complete biographies will be considered here. 

John W. Robertson’s Edgar A. Poe; a Psychopathic Study 
(1923) is the first of four modern attempts at a biography of 
Poe. The subtitle of the book indicates Mr. Robertson’s pur¬ 
pose and method. He took all the available information on 
Poe’s life, and all of his writings, and attempted to judge 
them from a purely scientific point of view in an effort to 
explain the man that was Poe. The book contains a great 
deal of information—considerably more than Woodberry had 
—but it is not a biography and has little to show on the side 
of psychoanalysis. It does not solve the problem of Poe’s 
personality, for there is too much necessary information 
which, it is reasonable to assume now, can never be obtained. 
Scientific analysis will not re-create any man, certainly not 
Poe. We may have theories of this and that incident, but 
they remain theories because of lack of proof. Such books 
as Mr. Robertson's are interesting to the Poe specialist, but 
to the educated reader of Poe who wants definite material 
on Poe’s life that he may have some background to explain 
the works, they are worse than useless, they are confusing 
and frequently misleading. The scientific method will not 
produce good biography because it is too narrow. 
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Edgar Allan Poe, a Study in Genius (1926), by Joseph W. 
Krutch, is a more striking example of Freudian principles 
applied to life-writing than Robertson’s book. Mr. Krutch 
bases the whole book on the eccentricities, mental aberra¬ 
tions, and physical deficiencies of Poe. If we are to believe 
Mr. Krutch, there w r as nothing normal in Poe; his genius 
was warped and his art completely decadent. Poe, according 
to this biographer, had a diseased mind and not an original 
one. Mr. Krutch makes the common mistake of trying to 
interpret Poe’s work in terms of his life. Napoleon attempted 
the conquest of the world because he had a stomach-ache; 
Wellington defeated him at Waterloo because Wellington 
was an extrovert; Caesar became the first Roman emperor 
because he was an exhibitionist; Cleopatra conquered Caesar 
and Antony because she had “it.” The fact that these people 
possessed qualities of character, good or bad, which raised 
them to fame seems never to have entered the minds of some 
biographers. Ambition and genius, experience and deter¬ 
mination, intellect and personality are not capable of analysis 
in any kind of laboratory. Poe seems to have been created for 
the express purpose of providing clinical material for ama¬ 
teur psychiatrists. Psychoanalysis and psychiatry are helpful 
in the alleviation of nervous diseases; they are of little help 
in the re-creation of character and personality. 

Mr. Robertson and Mr. Krutch failed to write biographies 
of Poe because they deliberately ignored human nature. They 
made clinical diagnoses of Poe and found that he wrote The 
Tell Tale Heart, The Fall of the House of Usher, The 
Raven, and To Helen because he had some kind of com¬ 
plex or phobia. The fact that he adapted the mechanism 
of the Romantic movement to his own genius and excelled 
his masters in the literature of the grotesque and the horrible 
because he was an artist as well as a genius, seems not to 
have entered their minds. These books are mental and phys¬ 
iological dissectings, not biographies. 

Even though the studies of Poe by Robertson and Krutch 
are not true, they are interesting. Mary- E. Phillips’ Edgar 
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Allan Poe, the Man (1926) possesses neither virtue. It is a 
classic example of indefatigable labor culminating in chaos. 

It is absolutely impossible to read through these two volumes, 
for no attempt was made to digest the voluminous material 
or to formulate a method. The book is a veritable treasure 
house of information and has enormous value as source 
material. Future biographers will probably bless Miss Phil¬ 
lips for her researches, but modern readers cannot. If this 
book does nothing else, it proves that a biographer must 
have something more than material. 

Hervey Allen’s Israfel: The Life and Times of Edgar Al¬ 
lan Poe (1927) is the best life of Poe since Woodberry’s. It 
is, as the title indicates, an account of Poe’s life and the 
times in which he lived. Factually, it is as complete as any 
record of Poe can be. Mr. Allen used the material that has 
been placed in the Poe Museum in Richmond, along with 
all other available material, and followed Poe as closely as 
possible from birth to death. Mr. Allen’s method is one that 
will appeal only to the specialist. He has examined every 
important fact in Poe’s life, has marshaled all the evidence on 
both sides, and has then given his opinion as to the correct 
version. Using this method, he discusses at length Poe’s rela¬ 
tions with his foster parents, the Allans, his career at the 
University of Virginia, his enlistment in the army and his 
subsequent career at West Point, his marriage, his financial 
affairs, his various editorial employments, and the final mys¬ 
tery of his death. The book is too long and too controversial, 
for we frequently lose sight of Poe in the dissipation of the 
legends and lies concerning him. Mr. Allen would have been 
much more successful if he had left out the details of the 
various controversial points. In dealing with such a subject 
as Poe, notes and authorities are essential, but they should 
not be made part of the body of the biography, because they 
unnecessarily lengthen the book and confuse the reader. 

Mr. Allen is a prominent younger poet and novelist and it 
must have been his interest in Poe’s art that led to the writing 
of this book. For the reasons given above it is not an artistic 
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nor an interesting biography, though it is a valuable one. 
He did what Miss Phillips was unable to do, organize his 
material into a work that has form and method. The critical 
chapters are the most interesting, and the criticism is good. 
It is a difficult matter to evaluate all of Poe’s writing, giving 
to each part the place that it deserves, but it is not difficult 
to see in Poe one of the great artists in the short story and 
the inventor of the true detective story. As a critical biogra¬ 
phy, Israfel will have a secure place in American literature. 
However, the biography that will supersede Professor Wood- 
berry’s life of Poe is yet to be written. 

Biographers are frequently handicapped by an excess of 
material and the importance of the subject, as in the case of 
Poe. Occasionally we come upon life-writing that makes the 
most of limited material. Thomas Holley Chivers is not a 
prominent figure in American literature, but he has some 
claim to fame in the fact that he was one of the few friends 
Poe had. Samuel F. Damon’s Thomas Holley Chivers, Friend 
of Poe ... a Strange Chapter in American Literary His- 
tory (1930) is, regardless of the importance of the subject, an 
excellent biography. Its limitations are largely those of its 
neglected subject. Mr. Damon has revived if not re-created 
Chivers, making his life and work very real to us. Chivers 
was a minor poet who wrote some good things which the 
author has been careful to emphasize. The book is worth 
reading for itself and because of Chivers’ connection with 
Poe. 

Walt Whitman belongs to the New York literati of a some¬ 
what later period than Poe and Chivers. Whitman and his 
poetry have been the subjects of innumerable books, bio¬ 
graphical and critical. No one of them can be classed as 
genuine biography, for all the writers were prejudiced for or 
against the man and his work. The nature of Whitman’s 
poetry is not our concern; we are interested in the life of 
the poet. Whitman had his Boswell in Horace Traubel, but 
the latter’s With Walt Whitman in Camden is a collection of 
source material and not a biography. The first genuine biog- 
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raphy of Whitman was Whitman; an Interpretation in Narra¬ 
tive (1927) by Emory Holloway. In addition to die biography, 
Mr. Holloway has published the best edition of Whitman’s 
poetry. Mr. Holloway’s biographical method is exactly de¬ 
scribed by the title. He tells the story of Whitman’s life, in¬ 
terpreting his character and writings as he unfolds the 
narrative. Whitman is more subjective, more egotistical than 
most poets, and his life is of primary importance as the basis 
for criticism of his poetry. This biography is the most com¬ 
plete and certainly one of the sanest books that has been 
written on Whitman. We understand the man when we 
have finished this book, and the motives that prompted the 
writing of Leaves of Grass. Mr. Holloway is eminently fair 
to his subject, and his critical judgments are sound. Whit¬ 
man; an Interpretation in Narrative received the Pulitzer 
Prize for Biography for 1926 because it is a great biography 
of the most characteristically American poet of the nineteenth 
century. 


3 

This period seemed to foster a particular interest in men 
and women of letters, with most of the biographers attempt¬ 
ing new interpretations or rewritings in the modem manner. 
Longfellow, Emerson, Franklin, and Hawthorne were among 
those treated by the professional biographers. We have addi¬ 
tional biographies of some of these men and lives of others 
who have received recognition for the first time. 

Emerson. A Study of the Poet as Seer (1928) was written by 
Robert M. Gay for the “Murray Hill Biographies.” This is 
a small book which is an admirable introduction to the work 
of Emerson. The author states his purpose very clearly in 
the preface: "... I have tried to confine myself to narrative 
and interpretation in the desire to persuade people, and 
especially young people, to read Emerson . . The author 
accomplished this difficult task with apparent ease, for he 
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knew just what to include and what to omit. It is a book 
that will inevitably lead the reader to Emerson. 

Not much larger than Gay's Emerson is J. B. Atkinson's 
Thoreau, the Cosmic Yankee (1927). It is a better biographi¬ 
cal interpretation of Thoreau than Sanborn’s book, for Atkin¬ 
son is not only a lover of Thoreau but a lover of nature. Mr. 
Atkinson is a well-known dramatic critic, and he succeeds in 
making Thoreau a dramatic figure. We get to know Thoreau 
in this little book, for his entire life is packed into a pocket 
volume of not more than tw'o hundred pages. It is this artis¬ 
tic compression and the author s ability in choosing his 
material that makes Thoreau, the Cosmic Yankee a little 


masterpiece. Sanborn s book on Thoreau is important for 
its detailed knowledge of Thoreau’s life and writings; Atkin¬ 
son’s book is necessary to an understanding of the man who 
wrote Civil Disobedience and practised it. 

Hawthorne is an apparently inexhaustible subject for the 
modern biographer. Each of his latest biographers has done a 
good book in a different manner. Lloyd R. Morris’ The 
Rebellious Puritan; Portrait of Mr. Hawthorne (1927) is a 
personal biography, done from the psychological point of 
view. Morris tries to explain the rebel, the mystic, and the 
bver that was Hawthorne, and he seems to have succeeded 
He is concerned entirely with the mind and character of 
Hawthorne, giving relatively little space to the writings ex¬ 
cept insofar as they explain the man. They are used only to 
illustrate the points of Mr. Morris’ method. There is nothing 
new in this book except the explanation of Hawthorne’s 
character on a psychological basis. 

Newton Arvm-s Hawthorne (1929) differs from Morris’ 
book, emphasizing the critical rather than the biographical 

manner. The criticism is particularly good because it is the 
work of a young man with modem ideas of criticism and a gen 

” eSt u HiWh ° m '■ U “ the b “‘ biography of 

Hawthorne that we have, for Mr. Arvin has sho™ that 
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Hawihorue tt a gieat aiust ikk primarily 4 moralist. usd 
tint Ki« Hitting) are 4 » g«*>d today it when ihev nm wm 
trn I In) book Hill ihk satisfy lotrtt of buigraphy ur hyper 
(inti), but it Hill give the ctliK aied and intelligent leader « 
IuIjih fti |jorti4ii of thr min and the initt 

Margaret E ullrr and Bronson All«Kt are iho ul the unique 
pervuulities of the I lanwendental motrmem in Nr* lfl| 
line! Margaiet Bell tried to improse on Katharine Anthony • 
honk in Margaret fuller (Mm Bell is entirely Inking 
in the knowledge of jnyihology and c hint ter analysis that 
hit nude Mivs Anthoti) in important figure in Ametwin 
biography Where her knon ledge of f*ts »eemed inadequate, 
the revnted to In lion. the retult being i poor biographical 
not el. Apparent It Mm Bell thought that the could put Mir 
giret Fuller * thoughts into the form of the spoken weed 
No biogTipher tan justifiably do that 

Hunore W Morrow is a ten gixxi historical novehtl and 
a writer of distinction In the Father of I ittle If omen 119*7) 
slie was more suuevsful as a biographer thin she was in her 
life of Mrs Lincoln. She seems to hate as much sympathy 
for Bronson Alcott as she had for Mary Lincoln, but she 
understands Alcott bettcT. Bronson Altott was the father of 
the family which lxiuisa May Alcott bos immortalized in 
Little Women He was also the most radical of the Tram- 
cendentalists. a man who had a new idea every day, but none 
of them ever approached practicality He was a trial to every 
one with whom he came in contact, for he neither could 
make a living nor would he try. Somehow or other, in telling 
the story of this communistic dreamer. Mrs. Morrow manages 
to make a man out of him. a feat not easy of accomplishment 
Mrs. Morrow s method is the simplest kind of narration, 
with the emphasis on the good points of her subject. She 
does not overpraise him or excuse, but gives him credit for 
his efforts rather than his accomplishments. This is the only 
method that could make Bronson Alcott attractive. 

The greatest American poet is the greatest mystery m 
American letters. While still a young girl. Emily Dickinson 
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went into seclusion, seeing very few people outside of her 
family during the remaining thirty years of her life. During 
that time her inner life flowered in the finest body of poetry 
that we have. It is said that less than half of it has been pub¬ 
lished. It is fair to assume that something happened to Emily 
Dickinson which changed the whole course of her life and 
made her a great poet. What that something was has never 
been settled, though we have two theories and one hint by 
the three people who have attempted biographies of her. 

The first published biographical record of Emily Dickin¬ 
son, The Life and Letters of Emily Dickinson (1924) was 
written by Martha Dickinson Bianchi, her niece and the 
custodian of all her manuscripts. The life is merely a short 
sketch introducing a large collection of letters. In this sketch, 
Mrs. Bianchi leaves the impression that Emily had fallen in 
love with a married man in Philadelphia. Rather than break 
up his home, she gave him up and went back to Amherst to 
express her love in the only medium she knew, poetry. The 
man’s name is not given by the author, but it is known that 
Emily was attracted to the Rev. Charles Wadsworth, pastor 
of the Arch Street Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia. 
Except for this veiled reason for Emily’s seclusion, this sketch 
has no more biographical value than the usual family 
memoir. 

In 1930 appeared Emily Dickinson: The Human Back¬ 
ground of Her Poetry by Josephine Pollitt. Miss Pollitt is a 
staunch adherent of the tendencies in modern biography, 
for a large part of the book is made up of theories and 
imaginative re-creation of Emily Dickinson’s life. The first 
part of the book is entirely untrustworthy. The poetess moves 
and has her being at the behest of her biographer. We are 
told the sort of coach in which Emily traveled to school, to 
Boston, and elsewhere. We are given her thoughts from the 
time she began to think until she left the world. I have said 
repeatedly that no biographer can give us these intimate 
mental and physical details because they cannot be proved. 
After this interesting section comes Miss Pollitt’s explana- 
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tion of the human background of Emily Dickinson’s poetry. 
Miss Pollitt proves, to her own satisfaction, that Lieutenant 
Hunt was the man whom Emily gave up. Hunt was the 
husband of an intimate friend of Emily Dickinson’s, who 
later became a famous novelist under the name of Helen 
Hunt Jackson. Emily met the Hunts in Washington when 
her father was a congressman. On their way home, she and 
her father stopped in Philadelphia, and it was on her return 
from this trip that the poetess gave up all social life. Miss 
Pollitt bases her theory on a novel which Helen Hunt Jack- 
son wrote later, Mercy Philbrick’s Choice. The heroine of 
this novel has been identified as Emily Dickinson; Mercy’s 
career closely parallels that of Emily’s, even to the tragic 
love affair. As a critical or personal biography, this life has 
little to recommend it, but it does show how far an idea can 
be carried if the biographer has the inclination. 

The third attempt at an explanation of Emily Dickinson 
was written by Genevieve Taggard, a prominent American 
poet. As in the case of Miss Pollitt’s book, The Life and Mind 
of Emily Dickinson (1930) propounds a new theory for 
Emily’s seclusion. Miss Taggard bases her theory on what she 
claims to be unimpeachable evidence, given by one who knew 
Emily Dickinson and the man. According to this theory, 
Emily loved a young minister, the Reverend George H. 
Gould, who died shortly after he had become pastor of a 
church in Amherst. Miss Taggard’s proofs are no weaker nor 
are they any stronger than those of Miss Pollitt. This explana¬ 
tion sounds more rational than the others, but it cannot be 
proved with the information we have. If we except the con¬ 
troversial point, this is, at present, the best biography of 
Emily Dickinson. Modern in manner, it never indulges m 
flights of imagination. Miss Taggard has carefully studied 
Emily and her writings, and the Emily of this book must be 
more nearly the real Emily than any other we have had. 

Until we have all of Emily Dickinson’s poetry and cor¬ 
respondence, as they were written, she will remain a mys¬ 
terious figure. Her biographer will have to take her as she is 
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and confine himself to her known life and poetry. There is 
enough material there for a character study and for an inter¬ 
pretation of her poetry. An unusual amount of space has been 
given to these books on Emily Dickinson for the purpose of 
showing that such biographical methods are futile. They 
satisfy no one and lack interest because of the nature of their 
method. Biography must be based on facts; interpretation of 
facts is for the biographer and the reader. 

Sarah Orne Jewett lived almost as quiet a life as Emily 
Dickinson. Born in Berwick, Maine, she lived there for the 
whole of her life, taking occasional trips to Boston, New 
York, and Europe. The people of her country were the 
material out of which she molded some of the best stories, 
sketches, and character studies in American fiction. Francis 
O. Matthiessen had little biographical material for Sarah 
Orne Jewett (1929), but he made the best of what he had. 
This small book is an excellent personal account and critical 
evaluation of Miss Jewett’s life and work. As the author 
points out, she was an artist in the field of short fiction and 
she knew her limitations. Such biographies as Sarah Orne 
Jewett contribute to our knowledge of American literature 
and our interest in the art of biography. 

The latest biography of a New England writer is Albert 
Mordell s Quaker Militant, John Greenleaf Whittier (1933). 
As factual biography this book supersedes all other lives of 
Whittier. Of the earlier biographies, Underwood’s was super¬ 
vised by Whittier, and Pickard, the official biographer, mar¬ 
ried a niece of Whittier. Mr. Mordell has not only filled the 
gaps in these books, but he has added a great deal about 
Whittier that was previously unknown. In the thirty years 
since Carpenter s book appeared, we have increased our 
knowledge of Whittier's early literary and political career, 
and Mr. Mordell has made excellent use of that material. 

Mr. Mordell has two main theses in his book, that Whit¬ 
tier’s best poetry was written before the Civil War and that 
his bad health was largely the result of his chastity. Whittier 
never married. In support of his first thesis, the author shows 
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that Whittier’s most individual poetry was written in defense 
of freedom and against slavery. He further proves his point 
by quoting a considerable amount of unpublished poetry, 
written by Whittier in his early years. As Mordell points out, 
Whittier’s fame rests on his New England ballads and leg¬ 
endary poetry, and on his narrative poems, such as “Snow¬ 
bound” and “The Barefoot Boy.” Without lowering the 
standard of this work, the author establishes the fact that 
the fiery poetry of the earlier period, “A Summons,” “Massa¬ 
chusetts to Virgina,” “Ichabod,” and “Laus Deo,” to name 
only a few, is the poetry that will give Whittier a permanent 
place in American literature and the literature of freedom. 

Mr. Mordell lays particular emphasis on Whittier's love 
life, holding that responsible for certain characteristics and 
for his ill health. The question has been avoided entirely 
by all of Whittier’s previous biographers, all of whom have 
left the impression that Whittier was a natural bachelor. 
Mordell explodes that myth by the use of correspondence 
and by quoting some of Whittier’s unpublished love poetry. 
Then he goes on to show that throughout his life Whittier 
was attractive to, and attracted by, women. As he grew older 
he avoided marriage because he felt that he was not suited 
for it and could not keep a wife. This study in sex psychology 
is very interesting, but it has little or no bearing on Whit¬ 
tier’s position as a poet of freedom or a poet of New England. 
It takes up too large a part of the book in comparison with 
its importance. 

Mordell’s criticism of Whittier’s poetry is well balanced 
and fair. He gives him credit for being the greatest of our 
descriptive poets and proves that Whittier’s poetry is more 
than mere rhyming. Most people know only those poems 
which become monotonous on repetition; they do not know 
the poetry which is as varied in verse form as that of any 
poet of Whittier’s day. 

The greatest fault of Mordell’s book lies in its style. The 
writing is perfectly clear but has a deadly monotony that 
makes for hard reading. There is no lift, no movement in 
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the entire book. It leaves us with the impression that we 
know a great deal about Whittier, but we do not know the 
man. Like so many biographers, Mr. Mordell is more con¬ 
cerned with matter than form, to the serious detriment of 
both. If biography is the re-creation of a man as he really 
was, then this book is not first-class biography. 

Most of the eastern men of letters have been the subjects 
of thesis or conventional critical biographies, which con¬ 
tribute little to biography or literature. One example of this 
sort of biography is Pelham Edgar's Henry James, Man and 
Author (1927). A great deal is said about the author and 
his books, but very little about the man. It is difficult to 
write the life of such a man as Henry James, for his life was 
entirely intellectual. His biography can be written in a few 
pages; his real life can be found only in the books that he 
wrote. Those books were his life, though he put little life 
into them. 

A much better book than Edgar’s is C. Hartley Grattan’s 
Three Jameses; a Family of Minds (1932). In this book Mr. 
Grattan presents short biographies of Henry James, Sr., 
William James, and Henry James, Jr. We can get a compara¬ 
tive perspective here of the three men, particularly the in¬ 
fluence of Henry’s father and brother on his own life and 
writings. Henry James, Sr. was a famous man in his day, a 
public figure and a leading Swedenborgian theologian. Al¬ 
though his beliefs did not affect either of his sons, he left the 
impress of his interest in the mind of man on William, and 
his prolixity on Henry. Mr. Grattan wisely made no attempt 
at a close comparative analysis, but he did give us the mate¬ 
rial for forming our own judgments. 

O. Henry s life was as strenuous as Henry James’s was 
quiet, but no good biography of the famous short-story writer 
has yet appeared. In Professor Alphonso Smith’s O. Henry, 
we have a very sympathetic account of the writer, but lack 
of material or reticence left the book inadequate. Through 
the Shadows with 0 . Henry, by A1 Jennings, gives us some 
concrete information and many anecdotes of William Sidnev 
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Porter’s life in Central America, in the Ohio State Peni¬ 
tentiary, and in New York. Jennings, one of the famous 
western bandits of that name, was an intimate of O. Henry’s 
in Central America, later renewing the intimacy when both 
were prisoners in the penitentiary. After O. Henry had set¬ 
tled in New York, Jennings visited him, meeting an entirely 
different man from the one he had known. Jennings’ book 
is good as far as it goes, but it presents only a part of O. 
Henry’s life. In 1931 Robert H. Davis and Arthur B. Maurice 
published Caliph of Bagdad; Being Arabian Night Flashes 
of the Life, Letters and Work of 0 . Henry. This book started 
as a straight biography and ended in a series of disconnected 
anecdotes. The authors missed a golden opportunity, for 
they had one of the unique characters in American literature 
for a subject. We get some good stories about O. Henry and 
a fairly good account of his early life, but we do not get the 
biography that might have been written. The biographers 
depended on the published material, making no researches 
of their own. When their meager sources were exhausted they 
tried to pad the book with personal reminiscences, set down 
as they remembered them. 

Isaac F. Marcosson lost an equally good opportunity in 
David Graham Phillips. Mr. Marcosson’s David Graham Phil¬ 
lips and His Times (1932) is a stodgy, factual, uninspired ac¬ 
count of a great journalist who became a famous novelist. 
The book seems to have been written to order. It presents 
nothing of the flavor of Phillips’ life, and the books are 
passed over with only inadequate descriptions. A biographer 
who knows Phillips, his period and his books will produce a 
real life on this subject. 

4 

Appreciative and commemorative lives and memoirs con¬ 
stantly appeared in the midst of the new biographies. Such 
books as the Youth of James Whitcomb Riley (1919) and a 
later volume on his maturity, by Marcus Dickey, Waldo H. 
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Dunn's Life of Donald G. Mitchell (Ik Marvel) (1922), the 
Life of Eugene Field; the Poet of Childhood (1927), by Sla 
son Thompson, and Vivian Burnett’s Romantick Lady (Fran¬ 
ces Hodgson Burnett); the Life Story of an Imagination 
(1927) belong in the same class; they are charming accounts 
of literary people. No one of these books represents the com¬ 
plete life of the subject, for in none of them is there any criti¬ 
cism of life or letters. Thompson’s book on Field is the best 
of the group. They were fellow newspaper men and intimate 
friends. Thompson published a book on Field in 1906, but 
the modem life is much more than revision and amplifica¬ 
tion; it is a complete rewriting. There must have been more 
to Field’s character than his biographer presents, just as there 
must have been more to Mrs. Burnett than the original of 
Little Lord Fauntleroy presents in this interesting study of 
his mother. These books are valuable as far as they go, but 
they give decidedly wrong impressions of their subjects to 
those readers who know nothing of the lives of these once 
famous writers. 

The last four years have produced more than commemo¬ 
rative biographies of men of letters. There have been some 
sincere attempts at critical biographies, attempts which have 
succeeded in direct proportion to the objectivity of the writ¬ 
ers. It is difficult to write objectively and impersonally of a 
living writer, particularly when the biographer is as greatly 
influenced by the subject as Dorothy Dudley was when she 
wrote Forgotten Frontiers; Dreiser and the Land of the Free 
(! 93 2 )- With the exception of Burton Rascoe’s sketch, this is 
the first attempt at a study of Dreiser’s life and work. Its bi¬ 
ographical sins are many and the writing is almost as chaotic 
as Dreiser’s can be. Apparently Miss Dudley had a great mass 
of material, but she was unable to bring it under control. 
The book is really not a biography at all. Miss Dudley con¬ 
stantly wanders into the field of the development of realism 
m American fiction. Dreiser had a large part in this develop¬ 
ment, but it should have been given a definite place in the 
study. Instead, it sprawls over the whole book. A careful and 
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persevering reader will learn a great deal about Dreiser, his 
work and the work of his contemporaries, but he will not 
know Theodore Dreiser as a man or an artist when he has 
waded through a book that was badly conceived and exe¬ 
cuted. 

Professors Jacob Zeitlin and Homer Woodbridge suc¬ 
ceeded in The Life and Letters of Stuart P. Sherman (1929) 


in just those phases of biographical writing where Miss Dud¬ 
ley failed, mastery of material, critical ability, and knowledge 
of their subject. The life of Professor Sherman is the best 
critical biography of the decade, for it combines genuine bi¬ 
ography with excellent criticism. The collaboration seems 
to be perfect. Professor Zeitlin contributes the majority of the 
material, for he was a close associate of Sherman s during the 
seventeen years the latter spent at the University of Illinois. 
Sherman’s early years, education, and early teaching are ad¬ 
mirably handled by Professor Woodbridge. So uniform is the 
writing of the book that it is almost impossible to separate 
the material which each author contributed. 


This long biography—it is in two volumes—tells the story 
of Sherman’s life from his birth to his untimely death. We 
can watch the man grow from a young boy in Amherst, 
through his undergraduate years at Amherst College, his 
oraduate work and early teaching at Harvard to the point 
where he decides to accept the offer to teach at the Univer¬ 
sity of Illinois. It was while he was at Illinois that he did 
most of the writing on which his reputation as a scholar and 
a critic will depend. This work and his teaching are most 
ably interpreted by Professor Zeitlin. Throughout the criti¬ 
cal account the daily life is presented with such skill and 
completeness that we feel as if we had lived with him and 
we can see him grow and change as teacher and 1 critic. Sey* 
eral years before his death he became the editor of Books, the 
literary section of the New York Herald-Tribune , the posi¬ 
tion he held at the time of his death. He had become a h - 
eral in his critical views by this time, and the reasons for the 
change in his point of view are explained, in part at leas, 
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by his biographers. As we finish the book we feel certain that 
we know Stuart P. Sherman as he really appeared to his clos¬ 
est associates. That is nearly as much as we can learn about 
any man from his biography when it is written by friends so 
shortly after his death. It is hardly possible that anyone will 
write a better biography of Sherman, though his final posi¬ 
tion as a critic may be more definitely settled by some future 
student of his work. It may be that his later critical attitude 
was affected by material interests, by a desire to free himself 
from the bonds of college teaching, but that will not affect the 
standing of The Life and Letters of Stuart P. Sherman as a 
critical biography of the first class. 

The Pacific Coast has contributed a number of figures to 
American literature, the most important of whom are Bret 
Harte, Ambrose Bierce, and Frank Norris. Of these three, 
the best known is Bret Harte. Bom in New York, he went to 
California after the gold rush, remaining there until 1871. 
His fame rests not only on the great short stories of his early 
period, but on the fact that his writings gave impetus to the 
local color movement in American fiction, a movement that 
has not yet died out, though its greatest vogue was in the 
last thirty years of the nineteenth century. Bret Harte, Argo¬ 
naut and Exile (1931), by George R. Stewart, is the latest and 
by far the best biography of the creator of Colonel Starbottle. 
In the first place, it is true biography. Secondly, it presents a 
faithful picture of Bret Harte as he was in California, in 
Boston, and in Europe. The books on Harte by Petersen and 
Merwin gave an idealized picture of the man, the writer, and 
the state which he made famous in American literature. Mr. 
Stewart, writing in California, was able to give a true evalua¬ 
tion of Harte and his work because he took both the man and 
his writings as he found them and applied to them the best 
critical standards of character and of literature. The author 
proves that Harte was not the great artist that many would 
have us believe he was, but that he did write some of the best 
short stories in the world. It is not as criticism but as biogra¬ 
phy that this life of Bret Harte is important. The man him- 
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self is ever present, and Mr. Stewart enables us to under¬ 
stand the tragedy of his life. The Letters of Bret Harte, edited 
by Geoffrey Bret Harte, threw a great deal of light on Harte’s 
life in Europe, and Mr. Stewart has made admirable use of 
them together with much material that is entirely new. It 
was Mr. Stewart’s purpose to present Bret Harte as he really 
was. There is no question of his success. 

Two biographies of Ambrose Bierce were published in 
1929: Ambrose Bierce; a Biography, by Carey McWilliams, 
and the Life of Ambrose Bierce, by Walter Neale. The latter 
book is an appreciation of Bierce by an intimate friend who 
published his collected writings. There is nothing in it to dis¬ 
tinguish it from a host of other similar appreciations. Mr. 
McWilliams’ life of Bierce is good biography and good criti¬ 
cism. He traces, as well as anyone can, Bierce’s life from his 
birth to his disappearance in Mexico in 19 1 3 - ^ ot on ty ^ oes 
he give us biographical facts, but he succeeds fairly well in in¬ 
terpreting one of the strangest figures in American literature. 
In the interpretation of character the author shows the gen¬ 
ius, the occasional artist, the cynic, and the born journalist 
that was Ambrose Bierce. Bierce is not a very important 
writer, but he is an interesting character, and the author has 
done his best to explain him. 

Ambrose Bierce was a realist in life and a romantic in 
literature. Frank Norris was a realist in both. When he died 
at the age of thirty-two, he had produced a body of work 
which has had a profound influence on the American novel. 
He was the first real disciple of Zola in America. No one of 
his seven novels is a great book, but in McTeague and The 
Octopus he produced realistic novels which, had he live , 
might have led to something much greater. Franklin Walker s 
Frank Norris; a Biography (1932) is a purely factual account 
of Norris' life. Mr. Walker missed a great opportunity in this 
book, for there are few modem American novelists more in 
need of biographical interpretation than Frank Norris. His 
life was short, but it was packed with adventure, a zest for 
living, and an artistic creed that was hardly realized at 
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time of his death. Lack of imagination, lack of understand¬ 
ing, and perhaps haste, made Mr. Walker’s book a source 
rather than a biography. 


5 

Before 1919, there were comparatively few biographies of 
Europeans written by Americans. Those that were written 
were largely critical and were intended as introductions to 
the writings of famous English, French, and German men of 
letters. With the advent of the new biography, a definite in¬ 
terest in life-writing, and large bodies of new source material 
available, scholars, poets, and other men of letters began to 
study the lives as well as the works of the great writers of 
Europe. The new methods and new material gave writers an 
opportunity to show the real Rabelais, Shakespeare, Keats, 
and Erasmus. Not all were successful, but the occasional as 
well as the professional biographers proved that a knowledge 
of the humorist, poet, and scholar immeasurably aids the in¬ 
terpretation and appreciation of their work. A hundred read¬ 
ers of the tragedies of Shakespeare may have a hundred 
different points of view which may be clarified, explained, and 
substantiated by a good biography. 

Innumerable books have been written on Shakespeare, 
many of which can be called biographies. American scholars 
have contributed their share to the biographical and critical 
literature on Shakespeare, with Horace White and William J. 
Rolfe the principal American biographers of Shakespeare in 
the nineteenth century. Modern research has added to our 
knowledge of Shakespeare to the extent that we have a fairly 
clear conception of the principal events of his life. Using the 
best of modern research, including his own, and his experi¬ 
ence as a student and teacher of Shakespeare for many years, 
Professor Joseph Quincy Adams succeeded in writing the best 
account of Shakespeare’s life and work that we have in Eng¬ 
lish. A scholarly book, the Life of William Shakespeare 
(1928) is eminently readable, for it seems to have been Pro- 



ago AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 

fessor Adams’ purpose to write a life of Shakespeare that 
will satisfy the general reader of Shakespeare as well as the 
specialist. This book is truly a biographical interpretation. 
Adams succeeds in explaining the various phases of the poet’s 
life and their influence on his writings better than anyone 
else has done. This may be called a conservative biography, 
but it takes advantage of modern innovations that have made 
the new biography a field of creative literature instead of dull 
reference. The critical attitude of every Shakespearean 
scholar is a matter of personal opinion, but the author has 
succeeded in tracing, as far as possible, the parallel develop¬ 
ment of Shakespeare’s character and work. As critical biogra¬ 
phy the Life of William Shakespeare stands alone in its field. 

We do not know' all ^bout Shakespeare; until 1928, we 
knew nothing about Sir Thomas Malory, the author of Morte 
d’Arthur, one of the great prose romances in English litera¬ 
ture. Edward Hicks’s Sir Thomas Malory, his Turbulent Ca¬ 
reer; a Biography is the product of one of the finest pieces of 
research in American scholarship. It is a small book and there 
are large gaps in the biographical narrative, but it does help 
us to visualize the man who produced one of the few great 
books of fifteenth-century England. When w*e consider the 
difficulties under which Mr. Hicks worked, we must admit 
that this is a very fine piece of scholarly biography. It is not 
for the general reader but the specialist to pass judgment on 
Sir Thomas Malory as a critical biography. However, the 
student of biography may say that the author accomplished a 
great deal with comparatively little material. 

There are parts of the life of Dean Swift that are as ob¬ 
scure as parts of the life of Sir Thomas Malory, w r ho lived 
nearly three centuries before him. Jonathan Swift, poet, poli¬ 
tician, prose w T riter par excellence, is one of the most difficult 
subjects in the whole field of biography. His letters and dia¬ 
ries are voluminous, and yet we do not and cannot know the 
man as he really was. Carl Van Doren’s Swift (1930) is the 
best biographical study of Swift that has been written. Even 
this is incomplete, through no fault of Mr. Van Doren s, for, 
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though it tells us how he came to be the man that he was, it 
does not succeed in re-creating him. So complex was Swift’s 
character, so irrational his actions and thoughts, so concealed 
his real personality, that the biographer can only give us an 
incomplete picture of the man. In writing Swift, Mr. Van 
Doren used the only possible and, incidentally, the best bi¬ 
ographical method in dealing with his subject. He allowed 
Swift to speak for himself wherever possible, thus making 
real much that would have sounded impossible if the biogra¬ 
pher had attempted the narration or the explanation in his 
own words. Equally skilful is the manner in which Mr. Van 
Doren combined biography and criticism to form a unified 
narrative. By this method the author was able to show Swift’s 
motives in writing A Tale of a Tub, Gulliver’s Travels and 
the rest of the prose that has placed him among the greatest 
of prose writers in English. The many problems involved 
in the essays, the letters, and the diaries are examined and 
judgment passed on them. Mr. Van Doren’s style is in keep¬ 
ing with his subject, plain, rich, and smooth. This life of 
Swift has every quality of great biography, including truth, 
and it will not soon be superseded. 

Like Dean Swift, James Boswell is famous as the author of 
one book, The Life of Samuel Johnson, although both men 
wrote extensively. Boswell s Life of Samuel Johnson is the 
greatest and the longest biography in English. For more than 
a century Boswell was reviled, misunderstood, and under¬ 
rated, for almost every literary historian followed Macaulay’s 
opinion which he expressed in an essay on Croker's edition 
of Boswell s Life of Johnson. Editor, author, and subject were 
Tories. For that reason and because Macaulay still adhered 
to the moral and ethical standards of the Clapham sect in 
which he had been reared, he wrote one of the most bitterly 
partisan and grossly unfair biographical essays in English lit¬ 
erature. Boswell’s Life of Johnson is one of the many great 
unread but widely discussed masterpieces of English litera¬ 
ture. Most of those literary historians who wrote of the book 
never read it, knew nothing about the author, and were in- 
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capable of understanding Boswell’s method. Very few writers 
bothered to investigate Boswell for themselves, and it was not 
until 1922 that Professor Chauncey B. Tinker published 
Young Boswell, the first intelligent study of the greatest of 
all English biographers. Not only do we get an honest charac¬ 
ter study of Boswell in this book, but we also get some idea 
of the development of that biographical method that made 
the Life of Johnson one of the great biographies of the world. 
This excellent critical biography has been supplemented by 
Dr. Mark Longaker in his History of English Biography in 
the Eighteenth Century (1931). These two books give Bos¬ 
well his proper place, as one of the great figures in English 
literature. A third important book on this subject is Harry 
Saltpeter’s Dr. Johnson hr Mr. Boswell (1929), a brilliant ac¬ 
count, developed by the use of letters, of the relationship be¬ 
tween these two famous men of letters, an account which 
helps us to understand how Boswell was able to write the 
Life of Samuel Johnson. 

The scholarly biography has had numerous exponents in 
America during the last fifteen years. As an example of pure 
research, high enthusiasm, sympathetic treatment, and ex¬ 
cellent criticism, Miss Amy Lowell s John Keats (1925) ta ^ es 
first rank. A distinguished poet herself, a leading exponent 
of the modern imagist poetry, Miss Lowell has left, in her 
two-volume account of John Keats, the definitive critical 
study of the man and the poet. Complete in every detail, ex¬ 
haustive in its research and critical analysis of one of the 
greatest of English poets, it is a great book but not a great 
biography. In the first place it is too long, for Miss Lowell put 
into the book everything that she had discovered about Keats. 
A great deal of the material adds little or nothing to our 
knowledge of Keats. Selection is as necessary in biography as 
it is in any other form of literature. Secondly, Miss Lowell’s 
criticism, excellent as it is, overshadows the biography. This 
is a common fault in critical biographies of writers. Most bi¬ 
ographers of this type are more interested in a minute analy¬ 
sis of the man’s work than they are in the re-creation of the 
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man as he really was. Miss Lowell could have written an ex¬ 
cellent biography of Keats with the material at her disposal, 
but she chose to write a book on Keats, his friends, his ene¬ 
mies, and his art. Keats constantly becomes lost in the laby¬ 
rinthine analyses of the motives, the conceptions, and the 
finished products of his poetical genius. There is so much 
textual criticism, so much discussion of form and content of 
the poet’s work that the book becomes dull as biographical 
reading. All of this is important and valuable, but it does 
not tell us much about Keats. It is because we are interested 
in Keats rather than in a highly technical discussion of his 
poetry that we wish to read his biography. To repeat, pro¬ 
portion is absolutely necessary in biographical writing, and it 
is because John Keats lacks that proportion that it is not a 
great biography in the sense that Woodberry’s Poe, Paine’s 
Mark Twain and Van Loon’s R. v. R. are great biographies. 

Walter C. Peck’s Shelley; his Life and Work (1927) is a 
book very similar to Miss Lowell’s John Keats. Its two vol¬ 
umes contain more material than John Keats, but it is a bet¬ 
ter biography because it has more unity and proportion. Like 
John Keats, it is the most complete account of Shelley that 
we have, and Shelley had a much more active and adven¬ 
turous career than Keats. Both books are monuments of 
research and scholarship; both are definitive, both are in¬ 
valuable for studies of their subjects or of early nineteenth- 
century English poetry, but they are not books that one 
would care to reread. They belong on the reference shelf 
rather than on the reading table. They will join that large 
group of unread but widely discussed books. 

Franklin P. Snyder’s Life of Robert Burns (1932) is based 
on the same sound research and scholarship as are those of 
Miss Lowell and Professor Peck, but it is less than half as 
long. It is an adventure in literary interpretation, for it is a 
life of Burns in terms of his poetry. This should have been 
the purpose of the authors of John Keats and Shelley, but 
they buried their subjects under masses of technical criticism. 
Professor Snyder is always aware that he is writing a life of 
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Burns, and everything else is secondary. There is an almost 
ideal balance between biography and criticism, a balance that 
makes for a better understanding of die man and the poet. Of 
the three biographies, the Life of Robert Burns is the most 
interesting and the best. 

Snyder’s Life of Robert Burns stands midway between the 
very long studies of Lowell and Peck and such a book as Pro¬ 
fessor Emery E. Neff’s Carlyle (1932). This is a small book, 
but it contains the very essence of the life and work of 
Thomas Carlyle. Every biographer of a man of letters is 
drawn to his subject because he believes that there is no bi¬ 
ography which does justice to the poet, novelist, or essayist 
in whom he is interested. Unquestionably, that was the mo¬ 
tive which produced John Keats, Shelley, and Robert Burns. 
A similar motive led Professor Neff to write Carlyle. He be¬ 
lieved that there was no adequate short life of Carlyle, and 
he has more than filled the deficiency. It may not appeal to 
the specialist, but, as a clear biographical and critical inter¬ 
pretation of a great and complex character, it has no peer 
When one finishes Carlyle, he knows the man as well, though 
not so completely, as if he had read the monumental work of 
David Wilson, which has just been completed in six volumes. 

Continental as well as English men of letters have pro¬ 
vided subjects for American biographers in the last ten years, 
and several continental writers have been the subjects of 
more than one biographer. Between 1928 and 1931, three 
books on Rabelais were published by American writers. In 
1928, appeared the Book of Rabelais by Herman Fetzer, writ¬ 
ing under the name of Jake Falstaff. This is an attempt to 
portray Rabelais as he would have written of himself. It is 
a lively and interesting book; its success and value are mat¬ 
ters of opinion. Francis Rabelais ; the Man and his Work 
(1930), by Albert J. Nock and C. R. Wilson, is a hero- 
worshiping biography. There is neither point nor plan to 
the book, for the authors failed entirely to explain why 
Rabelais was a great man and a great writer. Certainly there 
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is an opportunity for an explanation of how the physician- 
priest came to write one of the great books of the world. 

Samuel Putnam succeeded where Nock and Wilson failed 
because he approached the subject from the point of view of 
scholarship rather than hero worship and succeeded in pre¬ 
senting the soul and the spirit of the great Frenchman as well 
as analyzing the technique of his art. As a piece of scholarly 
interpretation, Francois Rabelais ; Man of the Renaissance, 
a Spiritual Biography (1929) is a masterpiece. Mr. Putnam 
knows Rabelais and he knows the Europe in which Rabelais 
lived. The introduction to this biography is an historical and 
literary gem in itself. “A man of the Renaissance,” Rabelais 
has to be placed against that background before his great sat¬ 
ire can be understood. This is not an easy book to read, for 
Mr. Putnam delves deeply into Rabelais’ character and the 
life of the day for his interpretation of the man, but to any¬ 
one interested in Rabelais, the Renaissance, or great litera¬ 
ture, this biography is pure delight. 

Another French writer who has come under the investiga¬ 
tions of modem American biographers is George Sand. Two 
biographies of this once popular French woman novelist ap¬ 
peared in 1927. Elizabeth W. Schermerhorn’s Seven Strings 
of the Lyre; the Romantic Life of George Sand, 1804-1876 
is a narrative biography in which the story of George Sand’s 
life is told through the seven love affairs she had during her 
life. The method and the form used by the author seriously 
limit the scope of the biography. Narration permits no char¬ 
acter analysis of the subject. The result is that we know the 
facts and incidents of George Sand’s life, but we do not know 
the woman herself. There is too much of the story-book ele¬ 
ment in this biography for any detailed explanation of 
George Sand’s life and work. The absence of any serious con¬ 
sideration of her writing may be explained on the ground 
that George Sand interests the modern reader as an unusual 
woman rather than as one of the ipost famous romantic novel¬ 
ists and playwrights of the nineteenth century, but the author 
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failed to present a full and real picture of the woman. This 
failure is the fault of her form, for one cannot present a 
unified picture of a man or woman in a series of episodes. 

Marie H. J. Howe pursued a different method in George 
Sand; the Search for Love (1927). It was Mrs. Howe’s purpose 
not only to explain but to vindicate the life of George Sand. 
She succeeded insofar as eliciting sympathy for her subject 
is concerned, but she left her method open to serious criti¬ 
cism. In order to create an atmosphere of reality, Mrs. Howe 
used a great deal of dialogue in her book. She defends her 
use of it with the statement that every word in the dialogue 
is taken from the letters and journals of George Sand. In such 
a procedure the author always takes that which suits his 
purpose and gives to statements and passages meanings which 
were not intended. The fact that these are actual quotations 
does not mean that they are entirely true with respect to this 
particular book. Mrs. Howe’s book is very interesting and 
very readable and is probably a faithful picture of the life 
and character of the woman who was George Sand, but its 
method cannot be recommended, for, regardless of its truth, 
George Sand; the Search for Love is on the border line be¬ 
tween biography and fictional biography. 

The art of modern biography can show few better ex¬ 
amples than Ernest A. Boyd’s Guy de Maupassant; a Bio¬ 
graphical Study (1926). It combines good biography, good 
criticism, and good taste in equal proportions. One of the 
masters of the short story and an artist in general prose fic¬ 
tion, de Maupassant is also one of the tragic figures in litera¬ 
ture. Mr. Boyd could have written a biography composed of 
equal parts of scandal and horror. Instead, he chose to treat 
de Maupassant as a great artist and an unfortunate man. In 
doing so he has fascinated us by the restraint, the charm, and 
the excellence of his study. A sane and truthful biography of de 
Maupassant was badly needed, for there is much in his writ¬ 
ings that can be explained only by the facts of his life. It 
was for the purpose of explaining the life and writings of 
this unfortunate genius that Mr. Boyd wrote the book. That 



THE WORLD TURNS TO BIOGRAPHY 297 

he succeeded as a biographer and a critic of de Maupassant, 
no one who has read it can deny. 

There is little in the lives of some of our greatest writers 
that needs explanation. Boccaccio is in this class, for he put 
himself, unreservedly, into all of his wirtings. If this is true, 
such a book as Thomas C. Chubb’s Life of Giovanni Boccaccio 
(1930) adds little to our knowledge of the subject. Boccaccio's 
writings need no interpretation, and his life was uneventful. 
Mr. Chubb has given us the facts of Boccaccio’s life and some 
criticism of his writings. He has explained, particularly, Boc¬ 
caccio’s piety in later life, but it is hardly necessary to show 
that the author of the Decameron had a change of heart as 
he grew older. Nearly all men do. 

The same Renaissance that produced Boccaccio nourished 
a greater scholar and humanist, Erasmus. A neutral in the 
great religious upheaval of the late fifteenth and early six¬ 
teenth centuries, Erasmus needed modern interpreters. He 
found two in modem America, Preserved Smith and John J. 
Mangan. The Reverend Dr. Smith, a church historian, wrote 
Erasmus: a Study of his Life, Ideals and Place in History 
(1923) because he believed that if the attitude of the great 
Dutch humanist could be explained, it would greatly help 
to clarify the religious and theological issues of the Reforma¬ 
tion. Erasmus is a judicious, scholarly, and readable life of 
a man who will always be a subject for controversy. It 
is, necessarily, historical biography, but Erasmus is always 
in the foreground of the book. With the exception of a few 
chapters, this life is a simple narrative of Erasmus’ career 
from birth to death. It is, as far as possible, neutral in its 
point of view. Erasmus lived and died a Catholic; at one 
time or another he leaned toward the Catholic or the Prot¬ 
estant side; he was claimed and disclaimed by both sides. He 
saw the evils of both sides and tried to bring about a recon¬ 
ciliation, but of course he failed. No man can be entirely un¬ 
prejudiced when writing about Erasmus, but Dr. Smith was 
unusually successful because he approached his subject from 
a personal and historical rather than a religious point of 
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view. This is the best short biography of Erasmus in English. 

It has been frequently stated in this study that the best bi¬ 
ographical method is to let the subject speak for himself 
wherever possible. Like every thing else this can be overdone, 
not in frequency but in quantity. Dr. John J. Mangan’s Life 
and Character of Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam; Derived 
from a Study of his Works and Correspondence (1927) is an 
example of too much quotation. The two large volumes con¬ 
tain more of Erasmus’ writing than they do of Dr. Mangan’s. 
The latter’s admiration for the humanist frequently affected 
his judgment when he came to quote from the writings. At 
times there are whole pages of Erasmus, a great portion of 
which could have been omitted without affecting the point 
which the author was making. The principal objection to ex¬ 
cessive quotation is that it unduly lengthens the book and 
makes for tediousness in reading. The fact that Dr. Mangan 
is a physician accounts, in part, for the length of the quoted 
passages, for many of them enable the author to interpret 
Erasmus on the basis of psychology. In spite of this defect, 
this life of Erasmus is a brilliant piece of scholarship as well 
as a brilliant example of psychology sanely applied to life¬ 
writing. The man who reads this book completely knows the 
mind of Erasmus, as far as any man can know the mind of 
another, as well as his life. No future biography of Erasmus 
can be more complete than this one is. 

In the last few years we have had biographies of such 
widely different creative artists as Turgenev, Lope de Vega, 
Heine, and Ibsen. Avraham Yarmolinsky’s Turgenev, the 
Man-his Art-and his Age (1926) is a competent piece of 
biographical writing, with the added distinction of having 
been the first biography of the great Russian novelist in any 
language. Angel Flores’ Lope de Vega, Monster of Nature 
(1930) is a popular account of the Spanish playwright. There 
is too much fiction and too little criticism in the book to make 
it of much value. 

That Man Heine; a Biography (1927) by Lewis Browne 
and Elsa Weihl is a better book than the title indicates, but 
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its popular vein and the lack of harmony between authors 
and subject prevent it from being more than just another bi¬ 
ography. Mr. Browne has lately published Blessed Spinoza, 
a°popular treatment of the great Jewish philosopher. Adolph 
Zucker’s Ibsen, the Master Builder (1929) is an excellent life 
of the great Norwegian dramatist, for it is done in the best 
modern manner. 


6 

The link between literature and religion in early America 
is a very close one, for practically all of the early writings in 
the New England colonies were either done by clergymen or 
by laymen for whom religion was the paramount subject in 
life. The ministers were particularly prolific in writings of a 
religious or theocratic nature, and the Mather dynasty, Rich¬ 
ard, Increase, and Cotton headed the list. We have no mod¬ 
ern life of Richard Mather, but his son and grandson are 
the subjects of biographies written within the last eight years. 
In 1925 Professor Kenneth B. Murdock published Increase 
Mather, the Foremost American Puritan. This is a valuable 
contribution to the literary and political history of New Eng¬ 
land in the late seventeenth century. Originally a doctoral 
thesis, the book is marred, as a biography, by the author’s 
support of his thesis: “Increase Mather, the foremost Ameri¬ 
can Puritan.” Consequently we have, not a life of Increase 
Mather, but a statement and defense of his position as the 
leading Puritan of his day. The book gives a complete factual 
account of Increase Mather’s life and work as minister and 
politician, but it lacks entirely any character study of the man 
as an individual. 

When Ralph and Louise Boas were writing Cotton 
Mather: Keeper of the Puritan Conscience (1928), they kept 
in mind the fact that they were writing the life of a most un¬ 
usual man rather than a history of his times. They pre¬ 
sented a character study of the most famous clergyman in 
seventeenth-century America and a personality that was 
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unique. Cotton Mather is an almost ideal subject for psycho¬ 
logical treatment, and the authors made the most of their 
opportunities. This is not a scholarly biogTaphy; neither is it 
journalistic. It is a readable and fair presentation of the char¬ 
acter of a man who could have flourished only in the Boston 
of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. It en¬ 
ables us to understand the man who wrote more than four 
hundred books and pamphlets, who was the leading prose¬ 
cutor of the witchcraft persecutions and, at the same time, 
a member of the Royal Society. Some may criticize the book 
on the ground that it says little about his writings. The 
biographers were concerned with the man and not the au¬ 
thor, and they succeeded in accomplishing their purpose. It 
remains for some future biographer to present a complete 
personal and critical study of one of the most learned men 
that America has produced. 

Politically and religiously, the Mathers represented the 
most conservative element in New England. Roger Williams, 
their contemporary, was the leader of the liberals in politics 
and those who believed that church and state should be sepa¬ 
rate entities. His life in America was one long battle for 
political and religious freedom. Driven from Plymouth Col¬ 
ony, from Massachusetts Bay Colony, he succeeded in found¬ 
ing the Providence Plantations, which eventually became 
the colony and state of Rhode Island. Williams was the sub¬ 
ject of numerous biographies in the nineteenth century and 
several in the twentieth. Emily Easton’s Roger Williams, 
Prophet and Pioneer (1930) is a valuable book for its con¬ 
tents rather than its form. Miss Easton obtained considerable 
new source material, but she failed to use it to interpret her 
subject. Facts alone are not sufficient for a biography; they 
must be arranged in a manner that will permit interpretation 
on the part of the reader if the writer does not interpret them 
himself. In this book, for instance, there is a sixty-page in¬ 
troduction describing the London of Williams boyhood, late 
Elizabethan London. It is interesting but it fails entirely in 
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its purpose, to bring out the influence of this London on 
Williams’ later development. 

Roger Williams, New England Firebrand (1932), by James 
E. Ernest, is a much better book than Miss Easton’s biogra¬ 
phy. While its tone is no less modern, it is a much finer piece 
of work. Ernest conceived and explained Williams as a genu¬ 
ine liberal, and proved his case. This is a much longer book 
than Miss Easton’s, presenting a complete picture of Wil¬ 
liams’ life and work. It is also a book of better design and 
construction. Although both of these books are modern in 
method and contain new material, they have not, as biog¬ 
raphies, superseded Oscar Strauss’s Roger Williams . . . 
(1894), because they add nothing to his interpretation of 
Williams the founder of religious liberty in America. 

Roger Williams was not the only rebel against the the¬ 
ocracy of the Cottons, the Mathers, and their followers. At 
least one woman dared to think and act for herself in reli¬ 
gious matters. Like Roger Williams, Anne Hutchinson was 
banished from Massachusetts as a heretic, and a few years 
later she was the victim of an Indian massacre in northern 
New York. In 1930, three lives of this brave woman were 
published. Edith Curtis’ Anne Hutchinson; a Biography is 
an excellent short, factual account of Mrs. Hutchinson’s life. 
Helen Augur’s An American Jezebel; the Life of Anne 
Hutchinson is an interesting book, but it is not a good bi¬ 
ography. Mrs. Hutchinson was by no means a Jezebel; she 
was an intelligent, educated woman who believed that the 
individual had something to say about his own salvation. 
The second serious fault is Miss Augur’s reconstruction of 
Anne Hutchinson’s thoughts and conversations, for which 
there are absolutely no bases. Winifred K. Rugg’s Unafraid; 
a Life of Anne Hutchinson strikes an almost perfect balance 
between the lives by Mrs. Curtis and Miss Augur. It is mod¬ 
ern biography at its best, in that it combines truth and ac¬ 
curacy with the best in modern interpretation. There is 
nothing in the book which is not based on fact; Miss Rugg 
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contributes only an explanation of Anne Hutchinson as she 
really was. 

If all modem biographers confined themselves to biogra¬ 
phy instead of venturing into fiction and history, their work 
would be much more satisfactory. Unusual periods and 
unusual people are the downfall of more than one well- 
intentioned writer. In all probability, Henry B. Parkes in¬ 
tended that Jonathan Edwards; the Fiery Puritan (1930) 
should be a biography, but it is not. Written for a series of 
short biographies intended for the “general reader,” it is an 
interesting account of the history of the time, in which the 
peculiarities of the period are stressed at the expense of the 
subject. It has always been a conundrum to me why so-called 
popular biographies either fail entirely to present the life 
and character of their subjects or else present them in the 
style and method of a primer or a ten-cent magazine. 

Religion was in a state of flux in eighteenth-century Amer¬ 
ica. Edwards represented both the old and the new. He 
believed that the religion developed by the Puritans of 
seventeenth-century America was the only true religion, he 
also believed that vitality and warmth were necessary for its 
preservation. He gave impetus to the emotional phase of re¬ 
ligion which was to carry Protestantism in America to the 
extremes that it reached in the nineteenth century. John Wes¬ 
ley started a movement in England which was to flourish in 
America under the revival spirit that Jonathan Edwards ad¬ 
vocated. 

John Wesley was bom and died in England, but his mis¬ 
sionary work in America laid the foundations on which 
Bishop Asbury built the structure of Methodism. Wesley 
founded Methodism, and Asbury was his greatest disciple. 
Wesley is a most attractive subject for a biography, for he 
had an unusual personality and he provided in his journals a 
mine of biographical material which is by no means ex¬ 
hausted. Two Americans have written books on Wesley which 
are interesting but not exactly orthodox. Abram Lipsky s 
John Wesley; a Portrait (1928) is not a formal biography bu 
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rather a series of character studies covering the high spots 
in Wesley’s life. As a study in personality, it is an excellent 

book. 

John D. Wade’s John Wesley (1930) is a much more ambi¬ 
tious project than Lipsky’s study. Mr. Wade has a sincere 
appreciation of Wesley and his work and, at the same time, 
is aware of the abnormalities of Wesley’s character. Using 
modern psychology tempered with restraint, and sincere ap 
preciation, the author has proved that such subjects as John 
Wesley can be given dignified treatment in the modern man¬ 
ner. Wade’s purpose is to try to explain the man who could 
move millions by his oratory, who could make converts by 
the thousands, who could organize and administer a new 
church at the same time that he was fighting for his own soul 
and his own domestic happiness. He did control himself, but 
he never succeeded in achieving domestic happiness. That 
the biographer succeeded in his task of interpreting Wesley 
must be evident to any intelligent reader of John Wesley. 

Out of the welter of new religions, cults, and sects of 
nineteenth-century America there emerged two that have be¬ 
come a permanent part of the religious and social history of 
the country—Mormonism and Christian Science. Joseph 
Smith was the founder of Mormonism, and Mary Baker of 
Christian Science. Although Smith founded Mormonism, it 
was the executive genius of his successor, Brigham Young, 
that enabled this new religion to survive and develop. Smith 
was killed before the Mormons settled in Utah, but Mrs. 
Eddy lived to see Christian Science firmly established. 

There have been many books written on Joseph Smith, 
Brigham Young, and Mormonism. Most of them were w'ritten 
by friends or enemies. M. R. Werner wrote an unprejudiced 
life of Brigham Young, and Harry M. Beardsley approached 
Smith from the same point of view in Joseph Smith and His 
Mormon Empire (1931). This is a complete narrative biogra¬ 
phy from his birth in New York to his death in Illinois. It is 
a narrative in the sense that the author has not attempted to 
analyze or interpret the character and personality of Joseph 
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Smith; he has merely told the story. Dramatization of such a 
figure is inevitable in these days, but the author has exer¬ 
cised really admirable restraint in view of the temptations 
that must have beset him. There are judgments passed by 
the author because he had to settle points of violent contro¬ 
versy between Mormon and non-Mormon writers; there is 
some imaginative detail which is justified, and some state¬ 
ments put into the mouth of Smith which are explained by 
Mr. Beardsley in his preface. In short, Mr. Beardsley has 
written a fundamentally true life of Joseph Smith, which 
presents the man as he really was. The ultra-conservative 
critic may question some of his methods, but they seem to 
have served their purpose. We have the author’s word that 
there is nothing in the book that did not actually occur and 
for which he has not documentary proof. If we put Joseph 
Smith and His Mormon Empire over against the Life of 
Brigham Young (1930), by Mrs. Susa Gates and Mrs. Leah 
E. Widstoe, we can see the difference between impartial and 
prejudiced life-writing. Mrs. Gates is one of Brigham Young’s 
fifty-six children, and one could hardly expect her life of 
her father to be either complete or critical. Prejudice either 
way is harmful, but deliberate suppression and misrepresen¬ 
tation of facts are dishonest. The reader of biography must 
judge for himself whether or not the writer is interested in 
truth or in propaganda. These two books are striking examples 
of each point of view. 

Of the six biographies of Mrs. Eddy that have been pub¬ 
lished, one was suppressed, all available copies of another, 
together with the original manuscript and the plates, were 
purchased by friends of Christian Science, and a remarkably 
bold attempt was made to suppress a third biography by 

means of intimidation and boycott. 

The first long biography of Mary Baker Eddy was Sybi 
Wilbur O’Brien’s Life of Mary Baker Eddy (1908). This is 
the authorized life of Mrs. Eddy, published by the Christian 
Science Church. In 1909 appeared Georgine Milmine s Life 
of Mary Baker G. Eddy and the History of Christian Science. 
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Chapters from this book first appeared in McClure's Maga¬ 
zine, but were expanded for publication in book form be¬ 
cause of new material that had come to light. This biography 
gave an entirely different picture of Mrs. Eddy and Chris¬ 
tian Science. Soon after its publication, the plates and origi¬ 
nal manuscript were purchased, and the book has become 
very rare. The third important book on Mrs. Eddy was Adam 
Dickey’s Memoirs of Mary Baker Eddy (1927). Mr. Dickey 
was associated with Mrs. Eddy for many years; he was a mem¬ 
ber of the Board of Directors of the Mother Church; and he 
was a faithful and ardent disciple. The memoirs were pub¬ 
lished three years after Mr. Dickey’s death. Upon publication 
Mrs. Dickey was persuaded to withdraw the book, and all 
copies were recalled; consequently the two copies in the Li¬ 
brary of Congress, deposited there under the copyright law, 
are the only ones available in the American edition. We are 
told that this book is a most remarkable document, but I 
have not seen it and therefore can make no comment. 

We now come to the first attempt at a complete and im¬ 
partial biography of the foundress of Christian Science and 
one of the most remarkable women in the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury. Miss Milmine’s book is biographical, but it is not a 
unified piece of writing, for it is largely a compilation of 
facts with sworn affidavits substantiating those facts. Edwin 
F. Dakin’s Mrs. Eddy: the Biography of a Virginal Mind 
(1929) is a complete, thoroughly documented and, I believe, 
truthful account of Mrs. Eddy’s life and career. The fact that 
the officials of the Christian Science Church waged such a 
strenuous campaign against its distribution, although they 
neglected to point out any specific untruths, is presumptive 
evidence, at least, of its authenticity. It is the story of a 
w 7 oman who raised herself from obscurity to the position of a 
minor divinity in the eyes of her followers. All churches have 
been the objects of adverse criticism; few have taken the 
trouble to answer their critics; none has attempted, in Amer¬ 
ica, to question the freedom of speech in matters of judg¬ 
ment and proven facts. Mr. Dakin’s book is good biography, 
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judged by any standard, for he has limited his account to 
facts and their interpretation, and has shown Mrs. Eddy to 
be a remarkable woman, if not exactly a saint. To repeat 
what has been frequently stated in this study: we can judge 
the truth of a biography only on the basis of our knowledge 
of the subject and the author, and particularly on the hon¬ 
esty of the latter. A popular edition of Mr. Dakin’s Mrs. Eddy 
was published in 1930. It contains a statement by the publish¬ 
ers regarding the attempt at its suppression. The statement 
was enlarged in an inserted pamphlet entitled The Blight that 
Failed. 

Since Mr. Dakin’s biography two other lives of Mrs. Eddy 
have appeared. Fleta C. Springer’s According to the Flesh: a 
Biography of Mary Baker Eddy (1930) adopts the same point 
of view as that of Mr. Dakin s book, and it is written in much 
the same spirit. The Reverend Lyman P. Powell’s Mary 
Baker Eddy; a Life Size Portrait (1930) seems to have been 
written to order, by the Episcopal clergyman, for the First 
Church of Christ, Scientist. 

Before closing this record of American adventure into the 
very controversial field of religious biography, one foreign 
subject must be mentioned. Ralph Roeder’s Savonarola; a 
Study in Conscience (1930) is the best life of the great Catho¬ 
lic reformer that I know of. Not only is it good biography, 
but it is unusually complete, for it gives Savonarola his 
proper position as a politician and a statesman as well as a 
religious reformer. It is a study of the politics and religion of 
the Italian Renaissance in the person of an honest man. 



X 


THE NEW BIOGRAPHY LOOKS 
AT PUBLIC LIFE 

D URING the last decade there has been a remarkable re¬ 
vival of interest in the lives of American political and 
military leaders from the Revolution to the Civil War. Some 
of this material has been discussed in the chapters on Wash¬ 
ington, Lincoln, and the professional biographers. This chap¬ 
ter represents the remainder of the biographies of this period 
classified as to subject rather than author, for the majority of 
these authors have written only one biography. These biogra¬ 
phies can be divided into three groups: first complete studies; 
modern interpretations; and popularizations. A great deal of 
valuable historical and biographical source material has been 
published or made available for study during the twentieth 
century. This material has attracted biographers because it 
offered opportunities for original lives or for complete re¬ 
examinations and re interpretations of many subjects that had 
been untruthfully or inadequately treated in the nineteenth 
century. Of course the popularity of biography was a further 
incentive to the modern biographer. This is particularly true 
in the case of the so-called popularizers. In many instances 
authors of this type of biography were sincere in their at¬ 
tempts to produce a life of a soldier or statesman without the 
impedimenta of military strategy and politics, which have 
been stumbling blocks in the paths of many readers of bi¬ 
ography. In all three types we see the influence of the New 
Biography with its psychological approach and its primary 
interest in the subject rather than the times in which he 
lived. 

That the machinery of the New Biography may be ade¬ 
quate and inadequate, at the same time, is illustrated by 
Ralph V. Harlow’s Samuel Adams, Promoter of the American 
Revolution; a Study in Psychology and Politics (1923). Pro- 

307 



AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 


308 

fessor Harlow attempted to psychoanalyze one of the main¬ 
springs of the American Revolution. In his effort to explain 
why Adams was one of the greatest politicians this country 
has produced, and why he failed as an executive and admin¬ 
istrator, he unintentionally slights the genius in Samuel 
Adams, the genius that enabled him to keep alive the Com¬ 
mittee of Correspondence, to maintain the spirit of agitation 
against the English Parliament which finally resulted in revo¬ 
lution. Samuel Adams was not the only agitator, but he was 
certainly the greatest. In this biography we get the impres¬ 
sion that Adams was a failure. In that respect it is a poor 
biography, for it places emphasis where that emphasis does 
not belong. Had Professor Harlow resisted the temptation to 
psychoanalyze his subject, he would have written a much bet¬ 
ter book. 

Samuel Adams is not so well known as his cousin, John 
Adams, for the latter was a statesman as well as a patriot. 
There are many short lives of John Adams, but as yet we 
have no complete biography of our second President, who 
was and is a very much misunderstood man. Samuel D. 
McCoy’s This Man Adams; the Man Who Never Died (1928) 
is certainly not a contribution toward a better understanding 
of John Adams, but it does have some merit. It is what may 
be called a fantasy in biography which will have to depend 
upon the individual reader for its appeal. It is not fiction and 
it is not biography. It is biographical in that it purports to 
explain the character and personality of John Adams, and to 
show that the spirit of John Adams still survives in the coun¬ 
try for whose freedom he risked so much. Some may not rec¬ 
ognize that spirit in modem America; some may not see 
that Mr. McCoy has succeeded in showing that Adams be¬ 
queathed a heritage to the United States. At all events, the 
book is interesting and satisfies at least one of the requisites 
of good biography, the transmission of personality and a 

sense of the reality of the subject. 

As a biographical subject, John Quincy Adams has fared 
little better than his father, John Adams, for it was not 
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until 1932 that a real biography of him appeared. In that 
year Bennett C. Clark, United States Senator from Missouri, 
published John Quincy Adams, "Old Man Eloquent. Like 
his father, John Quincy Adams was condemned for certain 
peculiarities of his character which had little or no influence 
on his public career. A genuine statesman, a faithful public 
servant, a man of the highest integrity, John Quincy Adams 
was the greatest member of a great political family. From the 
age of thirteen, when he became an attach^ of the American 
Mission to Russia, until his death, in the House of Repre¬ 
sentatives at Washington, at the age of eighty-one, Adams’ 
life was that of a public man. Minister to Holland and Eng¬ 
land, Peace Commissioner after the War of 1812, United 
States Senator, Secretary of State, President of the United 
States, and congressman from Massachusetts, John Quincy 
Adams had little time to be a private citizen, but he was 
always an individual. It is this individual in public life that 
Senator Clark has given us, and he has enabled us to under¬ 
stand and respect this man w’ho had no friends and a host 
of enemies because honor and honesty meant more to him 
than anything else in the world. “Old Man Eloquent” has 
come to life in this biography, and we leave it w T ith the 
feeling that we have been living and fighting with a great 
man. A sound and thorough knowledge of early American 
politics, a definite point of view, a simple and forceful style, 
a complete understanding of the personality of his subject, 
are some of the qualities that Senator Clark brought to the 
writing of this biography. It is an outstanding personal and 
political biography, which combines the best qualities of the 
old and the new in iife-writing. 

There was little of what we call romance in the life and ca¬ 
reer of John Quincy Adams, but the American Revolution pro¬ 
duced a number of romantic and picturesque figures. Among 
the best known of these are Anthony Wayne, Ethan Allen, 
Paul Revere, Benedict Arnold, and Aaron Burr. John H. 
Preston’s Gentleman Rebel ; the Exploits of Anthony Wayne 
(1930) is a popular treatment of one of the most picturesque 
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of the Revolutionary general officers. Mr. Preston seems to 
have used all the available source material on Wayne, adding 
a little fiction and drama here and there where he thought 
it would do the most good. Here again we have a biographer 
setting his stage with the aid of his imagination and giving 
his hero dialogues which can have no basis in fact. This 
“creative” writing makes interesting reading, but it must be 
accepted only as imaginary background. The great evil of 
this method lies in the fact that the average reader, relying 
on the researches of the author, accepts these purple and 
vermilion patches as truth. 

John Pell resorted to none of the modem tricks in biogra¬ 
phy when he wrote Ethan Allen (1929). This is an excellent 
life of the “Hero of Ticonderoga,” Revolutionary com¬ 
mander, and pioneer. Taking advantage of all that is good 
in modem biography while confining himself to established 
facts Mr. Pell has told a simple story of a complex character 
who was much more than a “Green Mountain Boy” and 
much less than his panegyrists would have us believe. He 
has given us a true and balanced biography illuminated by 
the greatest gift that any writer can possess-humor. 

Ethan Allen had a brother whose fame rests on solid 
achievement rather than on romantic adventure. James B 
Wilbur has told his story in Ira Allen, Founder of Vermont 
rtu-iSi4 (1028)- The two large volumes of this heavily 
documented historical biography are invaluable as sources 
for the history of Vermont and the Allen family, but Mr. Wil¬ 
bur forgot that he was supposed to be writing biography and 
not history. In extenuation it may be said that genuine 

historical biography is very rare. 

The legends surrounding the life of Paul Revere are as 
tenacious if not so numerous as those enveloping the fi*n* 
of Ethan Allen. If we accept the statements of our sdi 
histories, Paul Revere was a patriotic •‘tnidn.ght " « » j 
alone and unaided, aroused the “embattled fannem * 
lh ey might fire “the shot heard round the world. Emerson 
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G. Taylor’s Paul Revere (1930) succeeds in placing Revere 
in his proper position with respect to his patriotic duties 
and his daily life. Paul Revere was an expert horseman who 
had been for some years an express messenger between 
Boston, New York, and Philadelphia. His “midnight ride” 
was not made alone nor was it so extensive as Longfellow 
made it. (Poetic license often covers a multitude of factual 
sins.) Revere was a staunch, even an extreme patriot, con¬ 
tributing his services whenever he had the time. He was a 
jack of all trades and master of most of them, including 
dentistry. He was one of the finest silversmiths in America, 
and his pieces are cherished, not because he was ready to 
ride and spread the alarm through every Middlesex village 
and farm,” but because they are things of beauty, examples 
of the finest Colonial craftsmanship. To read such a life as 
Mr. Taylor’s Paul Revere is to feel that modern biography, 
despite its many transgressions, has come into its own. 

Not many Americans know that, as a young man, Benedict 
Arnold was as patriotic as Paul Revere, the most trusted of 
General Washington’s early lieutenants. The tragedy of his 
later years can be attributed to weak character, vanity, love 
of woman, and love of money. Several lives of Arnold have 
been discussed in this study. None of them is what one w r ould 
term a dispassionate treatment. Neither are those of Oscar 
Sherwin and Edward D. Sullivan. Mr. Sherwin’s Benedict 
Arnold, Patriot and Traitor (1931) is the best biography of 
Arnold that has yet been written, because he approached the 
subject with an inquiring, open mind, prepared to present 
the case as he found it. He shows just hcfw Benedict Arnold 
changed from the man who was the backbone of the Ameri¬ 
can attack on Quebec in 1775, the inspired leader, though 
he had no command, of the attack on Burgoyne at Saratoga, 
to the man who would have surrendered West Point to the 
British. The man’s strength and weakness lay in his char¬ 
acter, and it is in the analysis of that character, as affected 
by circumstances, that Mr. Sherwin succeeds in his difficult 
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task of interpretation. Mr. Sherwin used facts alone to reach 
his conclusion, because it is only on the facts that Arnold 
can be explained. 

The thesis of Mr. Sullivan’s book, Benedict Arnold, Mili¬ 
tary Racketeer (1932), is exactly described in the subtitle. 
Before compiling this book, the author was engaged in the 
study of Chicago rackets and racketeers. He seems to have 
developed some sort of complex. I have diligently read my 
early American history, but I can find none of the specific 
charges that Mr. Sullivan brings against Arnold in his early 
career. Arnold was always careless about money; his official 
accounts were rarely correct. I imagine it was not an easy 
matter to keep accounts straight during the American Revo¬ 
lution unless one were a Washington. Someone must have 
told Mr. Sullivan that Arnold would fit in with his sociologi¬ 
cal and criminal studies, and he set out to prove it. A news¬ 
paperman can prove almost anything, given the necessity. 
General Arnold’s financial and military transactions became 
shady only after his appointment to the command at Phila¬ 
delphia and his marriage to Peggy Shippen. If we accept 
Mr. Sullivan’s thesis, Arnold was born a racketeer. Further 
analysis of the book would be merely a waste of time. Benedict 
Arnold, Military Racketeer is dishonest, badly written, and 
totally misleading. It is an example of the havoc that deliber¬ 
ate distortion can work when used by a prejudiced writer. 

We do not know so much about the life of Aaron Bun¬ 
as we do about the life of Benedict Arnold. There are por¬ 
tions of Burr’s career that never have been and never will be 
clarified. We lack the facts. It is this lack that permits 1- 
ocnaphers of Burr to construct their own theories and call 
them biographies. Burr is a much more romantic figure than 
Arnold. His career as an officer in the Revolution, as a ew 
York politician, and as Vice-President of the United States 
in Jefferson’s first administration provides excellent materia 
for what may be called fictionized biography, biography tha 
contains at least as much fiction as fact. Johnston D. Kirkhoff 
Aaron Burr; a Romantic Biography (1931) « J ust the sort of 
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book that attracts the average reader. It contains nothing 
that is new and much that is unreliable. It covers Burr s 
crowded life in leaps and bounds, giving only those parts of 
the life that will support the subtitle. In short, it is the worst 
kind of journalistic rewriting, for it has neither point of view 
nor truth to support it. 

Where Mr. Kirkhoff’s book is imaginative, Wandell and 
Minnigerode’s Aaron Burr: a Biography Written in Large 
Part from Original and Hitherto Unused Material (1 9 2 7 ) * s 
entirely realistic. The nearest approach to it, in length, is 
James Parton’s Life and Times of Aaron Burr. Parton s 
purpose was to present the whole story of Burr, to offset the 
hostile accounts that had been common up to that time 
(1858). Wandell and Minnigerode set out to defend Burr 
against hi’s enemies. They accomplished their purpose at the 
expense of truth. Mr. Wandell spent his life in research on 
Burr; Mr. Minnigerode is a professional historian and bi¬ 
ographer of the popular type. Both men could see only one 
side of the picture, presenting Burr as a great man publicly 
and privately, and ignoring Hamilton s public service that 
they might belittle the individual. This book, in my judg¬ 
ment, is a striking illustration of a prejudiced thesis worked 
out to a logical conclusion. I hold no brief for Hamilton, but 
I believe that biographers should not turn facts for the pur¬ 
pose of proving their case, as I think Mr. Wandell and Mr. 
Minrigerode did. Granting that every biography is the life 
of one man from the point of view of another, there yet 
remains the necessity of proving the truth. 

Among the romantic figures of the American Revolution 
are Sir William Howe and the Marquis de Lafayette. The 
latter has been the subject of innumerable biographies, but 
the latest is certainly the best in English. Brand Whitlock 
has long been known as a novelist, historian, and biographer. 
He brought to the writing of La Fayette (1932) not only 
wide literary experience, but the advantage of years of 
residence in Europe as an American diplomat. These two 
large volumes cover every phase and feature of Lafayette’s 
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long and eventful life. Based on sound historical scholar¬ 
ship, written with a remarkable insight into the spirit of the 
French and of the period in which Lafayette achieved his 
fame, infused with the personality of the young, the middle- 
aged, and the old man who sacrificed so much for liberty, 
Mr. Whitlock’s life of Lafayette is a masterpiece of historical 
and personal biography. The quality of the style of the book 
adds luster to the career of the subject and the reputation 
of the author. This biography is further proof that out of 
the combination of old and new in biography has come a 
distinctive form of art. If we do not know the red-haired 
boy of 1776 and the white-haired man of 1824 after reading 

this life, we shall never know him. 

Bellamy Partridge’s Sir Billy Howe (1932) is neither so 
ambitious nor so successful-within its limits-as Mr. Whit¬ 
lock’s book. As the title indicates, Partridge has a tendency 
toward smartness in his writing, a tendency that rarely ac¬ 
complishes its purpose. Mr. Partridge broke new ground, for 
this is the first life of Howe by an American, and the best 
that has been written by anyone. It is concerned primarily 
with Howe’s career as commander of the British forces in 
America during the Revolution. Its purpose is to explain 
why the distinguished strategist who won so many half¬ 
victories never tried to and never succeeded in putting down 
the rebellion against His Majesty, George III of England. 
The author achieves his purpose, and in doing so explains 
a phase of the Revolutionary War that was either ignored 
or suppressed by the patriotic school of American historians. 
Although there is a great deal of history in this biography, 
we never lose sight of the central figure, the man who was 
forced to accept the command of the American expedition 
and who executed that command according to his idea rathe 
than the ideas that emanated with such rapidity from Down- 

inS If S »me other general than Sir William Howe had been 
in command at Bunker Hill, at Long Island, at Brandywine, 
at Germantown, Thomas Jefferson might not have become 
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one of the American immortals. There seems to be no end 
to lives of Jefferson, Washington, Lincoln, and many other 
great Americans, but there must be definite choices for dis¬ 
cussion. Among the Jefferson biographies of the last decade 
are two that seem to be important. In Jefferson (1926), Albert 
Jay Nock disclaims any intention of writing a biography; 
he calls it a study. It is both, for it presents an interesting and 
valuable picture of Jefferson separated from his background. 
Mr. Nock analyses the personality of the man, the politician, 
the statesman, and the philosopher. This is a portrait of an 
individual rather than a biography. In that respect it is in¬ 
adequate, by definition, but somehow or other we know 
the mind of Thomas Jefferson when we have finished the 
book. It complements any formal biography of Jefferson that 
has been written. Gilbert Chinard’s Thomas Jefferson, the 
Apostle of Americanism (1929) is a book somewhat similar 
to Nock’s. Although Professor Chinard is a Frenchman, he 
has resided in the United States for some time and has a 
remarkable understanding of the county and its great men. 
His book on Jefferson is a long mental biography and a good 
one. Without using any of the tricks of modern psychological 
life-writing, he has penetrated into the very essence of Jeffer¬ 
son’s thinking. It is not a very logical picture, for Jefferson 
was not always a logical man, but it does show the mental 
processes in operation. It may not be a formal biography, but 
it is a complete picture of the thinking Jefferson, and Jeffer¬ 
son was a thinker rather than a doer. 

John Randolph of Roanoke and Thomas Jefferson had 
one thing in common: both were Virginians. Gerald W. 
Johnson in Randolph of Roanoke; a Political Fantastic (1929) 
has given us a brilliant short biography of one of the greatest 
orators, statesmen, and eccentrics that America has seen. The 
one fault of this popular life is that it overemphasizes Ran¬ 
dolph’s eccentricities and the tragedy of his life. This over¬ 
emphasis was probably in conformity with the editorial policy 
of the series to which it belongs, for most of the books in 
the series are of the same type. With this exception, which 
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may bulk large in the minds of some critics, Mr. Johnson 
does full justice to the man, the orator, and the statesman. 

To anyone who has neither the time nor the inclination to 
read William Cabell Bruce’s great biography of the same 
subject, this is an excellent substitute. 

To the same series Mr. Johnson contributed Andrew Jack - 
son: an Epic in Homespun (1927). Written earlier than the 
Randolph, it is an equally good short biography, and it is 
popular only in the sense that it is terse and eminently read¬ 
able. Mr. Johnson understood and admired Jackson without 
being a hero worshiper. That is why he could write such 
a good short life. David Karsner had the same qualifications 
and wrote as good a book in Andrew Jackson , the Gentle 
Savage (1929). Mr. Karsner admired Jackson, but he did not 
let his admiration affect his judgment. A little longer than 
Johnson’s book, this biography is more concerned with char¬ 
acter than with events. In interpretation, it is the best of the 
shorter lives of Jackson. It has all the attractiveness of modem 
life-writing and few of its faults. Its style would have been 
improved had Mr. Karsner used the historical present and 
future less frequently or more consistently than he did. These 
two books on Jackson show what can be done with a great 

subject when the author’s space is limited. 

Daniel Webster is as popular as Jackson with modern bi¬ 
ographers. A number of his biographies, the best of them, 
have been discussed, but there are three in the last decade, 
exclusive of Professor Fuess’s great book, that should be men¬ 
tioned. Elijah R. Kennedy’s Real Daniel Webster (1924) is 
neither real nor is it Daniel Webster. It is impossible to 
realize that a modern writer can still wield tie w itewas 
brush with such a heavy hand. A campaign biographer 
the Gilded Age could not have produced a more fulsome 
eulogy than hi Mr. Kennedy. This book appeared at to 
seventy-five years too late. Allan L. Benson s Darnel Webster 
Ljis a modern version of the same type of b.ogmphy. 
Mr Benson had a double purpose in writing this life, to 
dramatize Webster's life and to defend turn against his 
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enemies. The drama goes beyond the original in many in¬ 
stances, while the defense is unfortunate, to say the least. 
Mr. Benson brings up all the old charges against Webster 
and either dismisses or condones them. This biography has 
little to commend it from the literary point of view, and 
the judgments are entirely unreliable. Mr. Benson would 
have fared much better as a biographer of Webster, had he 
let sleeping dogs lie. 

The Godlike Daniel (1930), by Samuel Hopkins Adams, 
appeared at the same time as Claude Fuess’s Daniel Webster, 
which was unfortunate for Mr. Adams’ reputation as a bi¬ 
ographer. Mr. Adams is a famous journalist and popular 
novelist. He combined these two gifts and wrote Godlike 
Daniel. The fundamental outline of the biography is true, 
but the details are frequently what Mr. Adams thought they 
should have been rather than what they actually were. He 
does not attempt any defense of Webster’s less virtuous habits 
and practices; he glories in them. The book is very interest¬ 
ing, but it is not biography, and it is not dependable. 

2 

In the chapters on Lincoln and the professional biogra¬ 
phers numerous figures of the Civil War and the Reconstruc¬ 
tion Era were discussed. Lives of famous men of this period 
continue to appear, throwing new lights and shadows on the 
heroes of the North and South. There is now a sufficiently 
clear perspective for the sincere biographer to approach his 
subject from a historical instead of a hysterical point of view. 

One of the most difficult tasks for a biographer is to make 
a mediocre and colorless subject interesting. Roy Nichols 
accomplished this task when he wrote Franklin Pierce; Young 
Hickory of the Granite Hills (1931). No one ever intended 
to make Pierce President of the United States; he was the 
consequence of a compromise of despair in the Democratic 
party. Country lawyer, political general in the Mexican War, 
Democratic “boss” of New Hampshire, and, by the same 
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token, congressman and Senator of the United States, Pierce 
was the least fitted of any of the prominent Democrats of the 
time to occupy the White House. His one redeeming feature 
was that he had no fixed opinions on the slavery question, 
although he leaned toward the South. In a closely woven 
narrative, complemented by keen interpretation of political 
events and sharp analysis of character, Professor Nichols 
presents Franklin Pierce as he really was, and gives him his 
proper position among the men who have achieved the 
Presidency. In view of the difficulties surrounding this sub¬ 
ject, I think that Franklin Pierce is one of our finest political 


biographies. 

Although he died before the Civil War began, John Brown 
will always be associated with the struggle between the North 
and the South. Villard’s John Brown is the most authoritative 
book on the subject, but later lives have given us more in¬ 
formal accounts and provided different points of view. Hill 
P. Wilson began to study the life and career of the famous 
abolitionist in the firm conviction that Brown was not suffi¬ 
ciently appreciated. After a thorough study of all the ma¬ 
terial on the subject, Mr. Wilson came to the conclusion that 
Brown was nothing but a common adventurer engaged in a 
battle for money. That is the theme of John Brown, Soldier 

of Fortune; a Critique (1913)- * « a difficult t0 
Mr. Wilson’s interpretation. There may be some truth in 
it but the picture he presents is so one-sided that it defeats 
its own purpose. John Brown was more than a soldier of 
fortune, if he was one at all. In Robert P. Warren’s John 
Brown; the Making oj a Martyr (1929), we have another 
side of the picture. Mr. Warren, writing from the southern 
point of view, makes Brown a fanatic for self-glorificatton. 
At the same time the author shows a sympathetic interest in 
Brown’s mentality. He tries to explain the man by an analysis 
of his acts and the peculiarities of mind that prompted those 
acts. Warren’s biography is more objective than Wilso , 
and less biased. Neither book, in my opinion, provides 
wholly satisfactory explanation of John Brown. Perhaps some 
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future artist in biography may reduce the weight of Villard s 
book without sacrificing its essential truth. 

General Grant is still a fascinating subject for biographers, 
and, like John Brown’s, his life is open to numerous in¬ 
terpretations. William E. Woodward’s Meet General Grant 
(1928) is the first really modern study of Grant, and it is by 
no means successful. In this biography as in Washington, the 
Image and the Man, Mr. Woodward has made use of every 
device of modern biography. Acceleration of movement, im¬ 
aginary conversations, the jargon of Freudian psychology, 
and an apparent desire to belittle the man rather than to 
place him where he belongs, are some of the defects in this 
life. There are so many vulnerable spots in Grant’s armor 
that the temptation to shoot at them may be irresistible, but 
it defeats the purpose of the biographer, if that purpose is 
to re-create a man as he really was, by one method or another. 
If that is not the biographer’s purpose, then he should not 
classify his book as biography. Despite the faults that have 
been mentioned, Meet General Grant is the nearest approach 
to a true picture of the great militarist that we have. The 
definitive life of Grant remains to be written by someone 
who will take the man as he finds him and explain, without 
derision, the tragedy as well as the glory of his life and his 
career. We had to wait a century and a quarter for a true 
biography of Washington; we may have to wait nearly that 
long for a truthful interpretation of General Grant. His 
career as a soldier and military strategist has been the subject 
of two modem books, John F. C. Fuller’s Generalship of 
Ulysses S. Grant (1929) and Arthur L. Conger’s Rise of U. S. 
Grant (1931). Both are strictly military studies and add noth¬ 
ing to our knowledge or interpretation of Grant’s character. 

The two generals who were Grant’s chief supports in the 
campaign that closed the Civil War have been the subjects 
of studies by modern writers. In 1931, Joseph Hergesheimer 
published Sheridan; a Military Narrative. If we except such 
a book as Swords and Roses, which is nostalgic romance 
rather than biography, Sheridan is Mr. Hergesheimer’s first 
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venture into the biographical field. Sheridan is not true bi¬ 
ography; it may not be good military biography, judged by 
purely military standards; but it is good writing. Herges- 
h£imer does what few military writers can do, he makes one 
see the battles, the men, the horses, and all the paraphernalia 
of war as they were in the actual battles. As literature this 
book is good; how much better it might have been had 
Mr. Hergesheimer chosen to tell the real story of Sheridan 
before, during, and after the war! 

In Sherman, Fighting Prophet (1932), Lloyd Lewis has 
completely re-created the man who broke the back of the 
Confederacy, the man who is generally acknowledged as the 
greatest tactical genius, military strategist, and fighter that 
the Civil War produced. Like Grant, Sherman hated war; 
that is why he fought so mercilessly and planned so savagely. 
He wanted a quick ending. Against a background of char¬ 
acteristic rather than romantic frontier life, the author builds 
up the picture of the boy, the youth, the man. In business, 
which he liked, he was a failure; in war, he found the ex¬ 
pression of his personality. Unable to make a living in 1862, 
he was General of the Armies of the United States in 1868 
and could have been President of the United States. Using 
every effective biographical method, letting his subject speak 
for himself wherever possible, not only writing Sherman’s 
life but living it, Mr. Lewis has given us one of the best of 
modern biographies and a life of William Tecumseh Sher- 
man that will not soon be superseded. It will take a place 
with Beveridge’s Lincoln, Fuess's Webster, Pringle’s Roose¬ 
velt, and No-ins’ Cleveland as an example of the best that 
has come from the incredible marriage of convention and 


revolt in biography. 

We have no good full-length biography of any southern 
soldier or statesman. Many explanations of this serious lack 
mat occur to the reader, and anyone may be correct. Some 
southern writers have attempted short popular lives of Davis, 
"Stonewall" Jackson, and others, but apparently no Sou* 
erner has yet acquired the perspective that will permit a ful 
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and truthful picture of Albert Sydney Johnston, Joseph E. 
Johnston, or Thomas J. ("Stonewall”) Jackson. Numerous 
books on General Lee have appeared in the last decade, in¬ 
cluding Marse Robert, Knight of the Confederacy (1930), by 
James C. Young, and Lee of Virginia ; a Biography (1932), 
by William E. Brooks. The first-mentioned is a charming 
book in which Lee is, literally speaking, the hero. The second 
is a competent account from a strictly southern point of 
view. Douglas S. Freeman has just published the definitive 
life of Lee, a discussion of which will be found on p. 356. 

The less important generals of the Confederate Army have 
fared better than Lee and Jackson. J. E. B. Stuart, whose 
reputation as a handsome man was equaled only by his fame 
as the greatest cavalry leader of the Confederacy, perhaps of 
the Civil War, has found a most sympathetic biographer in 
Captain John W. Thomason, U. S. M. C. Captain Thom¬ 
ason has written a spirited account in Jeb Stuart (1930), but 
his attempted impartiality is sometimes smothered by his 
wholesome admiration for the romantic soldier whose career 
he is presenting. Eric W. Sheppard’s Bedford Forrest: the 
Confederacy’s Greatest Cavalryman (1930) is an excellent 
military biography of the great leader of the irregulars in 
the South. A natural cavalryman, even if he cannot claim 
the title which the author gives him, General Forrest was a 
raider who struck fear into the hearts of all Unionists who 
lay in the path of his sudden and terrible forays. Further¬ 
more, he had a personality that was as forceful as it was 
unique. That personality is given greater emphasis in Andrew 
M. Lytle’s Bedford Forrest and His Critter Company (1931), 
a much more personal biography. 

There has been a revival of interest in the life and char¬ 
acter of Jefferson Davis in the last decade, a revival that has 
produced three biographies of the President of the Con¬ 
federate States of America. Professor H. J. Eckenrode’s 
Jefferson Davis t President of the South (1923) is a scholarly 
account written from the southern point of view, which 
means that it is a rather heavy appreciation. Judge Robert 
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W. Winston’s High Stakes and Hair Trigger; the Life of 
Jefferson Davis (1930) presents a very fair picture of the 
leader of the Confederacy. The title of the book explains the 
author's point of view, bringing out much of Davis’ char¬ 
acter and the significance of his position. Elizabeth B. Cut¬ 
ting’s Jefferson Davis, Political Soldier (1930) is the best of 
the three biographies, because of its balance and objectivity. 
Davis was a political soldier, and to him may be laid many of 
the disasters of the Confederate Army. It is possible, as the 
author points out, that the result of the Civil War might 
have been somewhat different, had President Davis left mili¬ 
tary affairs in the hands of the leaders he chose. He was a 
West Point man, and although he had been out of the army 
for many years, he constantly interfered in the military plans 
of his commanders. A good full-length life of Davis remains 
to be written. In Varxna Howell, Wife of Jefferson Davis 
(1927-1930) Eron O. Rowland has embalmed Mrs. Davis in 
a sentimental biography, done in the best ante-bellum style. 

Some of the greatest men of this period have been neg¬ 
lected by modem biographers until very lately. Among them 
are Alexander H. Stephens and Andrew Johnson. The former 
is the subject of a short biography, Little Alec; a Life of 
Alexander H. Stephens (1932), by Eudora R. Richardson. 
Mrs Richardson has written a charming and interesting 
book which gives us a fairly good idea of the man who was 
Vice-President of the Confederate States of America There 
is opportunity for a later biographer to expand and develop 
the source material so that we may know all about the man 
who, despite almost incredible physical handicaps and equally 
incredible political opposition, never admitted defeat. 

Andrew Johnson is a much more important figure in ou 
national life than was Stephens or Davis or half a hundred 
others who have come under the pen of the biographer' F ° 
sixtv years he was a political and social outcast relegated to 
the limbo of forgotten presidents such as James K Polk 
Millard Fillimore, and Franklin Pierce-but for a dtffere 
reason. He had no southern tradition behtnd him and he 
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was hardly recognized as a man in the North. It is rather 
remarkable that the principal writers on American history 
for fifty years after the Civil War were Republicans or wrote 
in the Republican tradition. It was not until the modern 
school developed some twenty years ago that the “bloody 
shirt” ceased to wave over modern American history. Read 
any large history of the United States by historians who 
flourished before the Great War, and it will be readily seen 
why President Andrew Johnson was a “forgotten man." 
Fortunately for us three men have had the courage and the 
ability to tell his story. 

The first attempt to do justice to Andrew Johnson ap¬ 
peared in 1928 when Judge Robert W. Winston published 
Andrew Johnson, Plebeian and Patriot. In a book that is 
scholarly, as impartial as a first biography of this kind can 
be, Judge Winston set down the facts of the case for the first 
time. This is not the New Biography, for the author had 
neither time nor, I suspect, inclination for the various 
"-ologies” that had become part and parcel of modern bi¬ 
ographical equipment. In a simple narrative that speaks for 
itself, Judge Winston told the story as he found it in the 
records. Andrew Johnson emerges from these pages as an 
orator, a statesman of the first rank, and as a defender of the 
Constitution, which his enemies almost succeeded in destroy¬ 
ing that the spoils of office might remain in their hands and 
that they might sow the soil of the South with salt. To those 
who read this book intelligently it must have been a revela¬ 
tion, for it exposed a conspiracy against the law of the land 
unparalleled in our history before or since. Judge Winston 
did this without raising his voice. 

Judge Winston’s life of Johnson is long; Lloyd P. Stryker’s 
biography is much longer, for he included much of the detail 
which the earlier biographer condensed. Andrew Johnson: 
A Study in Courage (1929) contains more than eight hundred 
pages and is the most complete account of Johnson’s ad¬ 
ministration that we have. In his effort to vindicate the policy 
which President Johnson pursued through the four years 
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that he was in the White House, Mr. Stryker sometimes over¬ 
steps the boundaries of sound judgment. The President’s 
enemies were not quite so black as the author painted them, 
and the President’s path was not quite so straight as Mr. 
Stryker marked it. The tone of the book is a little strident, 
constantly warning us that we must be careful in our ac¬ 
ceptance of the whole of the defense. Despite the excess zeal 
and biased judgment, it is a good biography. Mr. Stryker 
is a partisan, but he gives a source citation for every state¬ 
ment in the book which might be doubted. There are nearly 
fifty pages of bibliography and citations. The facts cannot 
be avoided, though the conclusions from some of the facts 


must be denied. 

The third biography, George Fort Milton’s Age of Hate; 
Andrew Johnson and the Radicals (1930) is the best and 
should be the definitive life of Andrew Johnson and the 
history of the years 1865-1869. Mr. Milton has a better style 
and a more effective method than either Winston or Stryker. 
Milton’s account is less hysterical than Stryker s, for it com¬ 
bines the latter’s research and scholarship with an objectivity 
that admits of no injustice. It is impossible for any biographer 
of Johnson to be impartial, but Milton is the most success¬ 
ful of the three. These three books are necessarily historical 
biographies, for the history of Johnson’s battle in defense of 
the Constitution and his rights as President of the United 
States is more important than the facts of his personal life. 
Mr. Milton manages to get more biography into his boo 
than either of the others, because he was more fortunate in 
the choice of his method, more skilful in the handling of 
his material, and more objective in his judgment. 

These three writers, together with Claude Bowers in his 
Tragic Era , have done a great deal to clarify the unsavory 
atmosphere that surrounded the Reconstruction Era for so 
long They have placed Andrew Johnson where he belongs 
among thereat Presidents and the great men of the Unite 
States. They have explained why it was necessary or inc 
and Johnson to run on the Constitutional Union ticket in 1864 
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rather than on the regular Republican ticket, and in telling 
Johnson’s story they have shown what might have happened 
to Lincoln, for Johnson was trying to carry out Lincoln’s 
plan of reconstruction. 


3 

In the field of American history the frontier has become 
an increasingly important subject because of the tremendous 
effect it has had upon the development of American civiliza¬ 
tion. Daniel Boone, David Crocket, Stephen Austin, Sam 
Houston, Simon Kenton, John Fremont and a host of other 
pioneers and frontiersmen were the subjects of biographies 
of many types during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
The earlier lives contained almost as much fiction as fact; 
they were romances in every sense of the word. Modern bi¬ 
ographers have worked over these romantic books, extracted 
the truth from them and, aided by modern methods of re¬ 
search, have produced biographies which combine good his¬ 
tory with good life-writing. It is impossible to write of these 
men without introducing the history that they made. 

In Simon Kenton, his Life and Period, 1755-18)6 (1930) 
Edna Kenton, a descendant, has written an excellent biogra¬ 
phy of one of the first men to penetrate the land beyond the 
mountains, the southern frontier of the Revolutionary 
period. With a method that is primarily biographical, an ex¬ 
cellent historical background, and a style that is admirably 
adapted to her narrative, Miss Kenton has told of the life 
and times of Simon Kenton with a charm, a smoothness and 
rapidity of movement that leaves little to be desired in this 
form of biography. 

One of the remarkable features of modern biography is 
the fact that, in dozens of instances, three and four writers 
have published lives of the same man within a few years, 
each one differing from the other in method and form. I am 
unable to give a satisfactory reason for this phenomenon 
other than the increasing interest in biography itself. Between 
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1927 and 1930, four lives of George Rogers Clark were pub¬ 
lished, only one of which was of the popular type. The first, 
Temple Bodley’s George Rogers Clark; his Life and Public 
Services (1927), is an example of classical biographical his¬ 
tory. As such it is very well done, but we never get very close 
to the man himself. We are interested in the “public services’* 
of any important American; we are more interested, however, 
in the sort of person he w T as, and those phases of character 
which enabled him to accomplish the deeds which raised him 
above his contemporaries. We do not find much of this 
personal element in Temple Bodley’s life of Clark. This 
lack, together with an excess of historical footnotes, detracts 
from the quality of George Rogers Clark as pure biography. 
James A. James’s Life of George Rogers Clark (1928) is an¬ 
other life of the young empire builder which is spoiled, as 
biography, by too much history. We continually lose sight 
of Clark in the mass of historical narrative, the progress of 
the American Revolution in the Northwest. Background is 
necessary in a biography of such a man as Clark, but here we 
have entirely too much. 

Discounting Lowell Thomas Hero of Vincennes, the 
Story of George Rogers Clark (1929), for it is only a rewriting 
in a popular vein, the best life of Clark is Frederick Palmers 
Clark of the Ohio; the Life of George Rogers Clark (1929). 
This is the best life because it is the most complete re-crea¬ 
tion of Clark as he really was. Palmer gives the best account 
of Clark before and after his famous march into the North¬ 
west which resulted in the capture of Vincennes and the 
acquisition of the vast territory north of the Ohio. We get 
to know the young man, his temper and spirit; we see the 
still young man surmounting every obstacle in the path of 
his magnificent march to Vincennes; and we are able to 
understand the trials, physical and mental, that beset him 
then and later,-and made him an old man before his time. 
Mr. Palmer, as is every real biographer, is interested prima¬ 
rily in the man. This interest gives him an insight into char¬ 
acter and personality which is ignored by the historian who 
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uses a man as the pivot on which to turn his history. Mr. 
Palmer’s biography of Clark will appeal to the scholar as 
well as to the reader whose interest is primarily biographical. 

The pioneer and frontiersman is usually thought of and 
presented as being a shaggy creature in buckskin, generally 
taciturn, and illiterate when he does speak. He is ordinarily 
pictured as a man who lives alone and fights alone, whose 
physical courage is responsible for his fame. This picture is 
sometimes true, but there are exceptions. Stephen F. Austin, 
‘‘Father of Texas,” was an exception. Professor Eugene C. 
Barker’s Life of Stephen F. Austin (1925) is the story of a 
most unusual pioneer. A man of education, culture, and 
innate refinement, Austin settled what is now the state of 
Texas and was a true pioneer, although he had no notches 
on his “trusty" rifle and he probably never wielded a 
bowie knife. The whole turbulent story of the settlement of 
Texas is told by Professor Barker in this excellent biogra¬ 
phy. It is of necessity historical, but Stephen F. Austin is al¬ 
ways in the foreground. Such a combination of scholarship, 
biographical consciousness, and good style is rarely to be 
met with even in the best of modern biography. 

It is inevitable that the romance of the frontier should be 
treated romantically by some biographers. They simply can¬ 
not resist the temptation to heighten the interest of their 
narratives by dramatic and other modern devices. George 
Creel has given us a highly dramatic narrative in Sam 
Houston, Colossus in Buckskin (1928). There is no question 
that he has caught the romantic spirit inherent in the person¬ 
ality of the great Texan, but he sometimes oversteps the 
boundary of even imaginative biography. A comparison of 
this book with Marquis James’s The Raven; A Biography of 
Sam Houston will demonstrate the legitimate and the illegiti¬ 
mate in modem biography. 

Stanley Vestal keeps on the side of the angels in Kit 
Carson, the Happy Warrior of the Old West; a Biography 
(1928). This is an excellent life of the famous Indian fighter 
whose name is synonymous with all that is fascinating and 
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unusual in frontier life. The author has re-created the great¬ 
est of the scouts with a method and a style that have the 
swiftness of movement characteristic of Kit himself. In striv¬ 
ing for the result that Vestal obtained, Frazier Hunt adopted 
a style and manner in Custer the Last of the Cavaliers (1928) 
that are too rapid and too modern for more than a glimpse 
of the real Custer. Perhaps this book should be classified as 
fiction rather than biography. 

Billy the Kid is a name that is as familiar to students and 
readers of rvestern history as is the name of Kit Carson. 
Billy was one of the most notorious desperadoes in the South¬ 
west although he was killed, by his first biographer, before 
he was twenty-one. In 1882 Pat F. Garrett, the sheriff who 
killed Billy the Kid, published the Authentic Life of Billy 
the Kid. Even in its modern form, edited by Maurice G. 
Fulton in 1928, it is a fascinating account of a Dick Turpin 
who lacked Turpin's humanity. Walter N. Burns’s Saga of 
Billy the Kid (1926) is a straight, factual account of this terror 
of early New Mexico. Mr. Bums does not pass judgment on 
his grim facts. For this reason alone, the Saga of Billy the 
Kid is a good biography and a valuable social document. 
The same may be said of Robertus Love’s Rise and Fall of 
]esse James (1926). 

It is quite in character with the West that this account 
should close with a biography of one of its greatest men. In 
Stephen J. Field, Craftsman of the Law (1930), Carl B. 
Swisher has given us an unusually good biography that tells 
a story that could have happened only in America. A miner 
in .California in his early days, Fields later became a Justice 
of the Supreme Court of California and an Associate Justice 
of the Supreme Court of the United States. Justice Fields 
has a unique position in American jurisprudence. On the 
California bench he created most of our mining law which 
he so brilliantly interpreted when he became a member of 
the United States Supreme Court. Mr. Swisher’s biography is 
primarily legal, but it also presents the strong character and 
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personality of this man who could make law because he alone 
of his colleagues knew what it should be. 

4 

Between 1870 and 1900 the country was flooded with 
books on famous and notorious public men. These books 
were called biographies. In reality, most of them were com¬ 
posed of extravagant or untruthful propaganda, designed to 
further the political careers of the subject. Every Republican 
candidate for the Presidency from Grant to McKinley, ex¬ 
cepting James G. Blaine, was a veteran of the Civil War, as 
were several of the Democratic candidates. The latter had 
no chance, for it seems that the Republican party won the 
Civil War. Some of these memorials and campaign lives have 
been mentioned in Chapter III; the others are not worth 
mentioning. It was not until the third decade of the twentieth 
century that these Presidents and politicians were made the 
subjects of critical or quasi-critical biographies. 

One of the most ambitious modern political biographies 
is Theodore C. Smith’s Life of James Abram Garfield (1925). 
In these two large volumes Professor Smith has written a 
history of the United States between 1830 and 1880 as well 
as a life of Garfield. This book is the definitive life of Gar¬ 
field, but one wonders whether or not the biography is not 
more important than the subject. The author tries to be 
critical and impartial in his judgment of Garfield’s life and 
character, but he seems to have been a little awed by the 
fact that Garfield was President of the United States. Gar¬ 
field’s political career was no better than that of the average 
politician of the Gilded Age; his adherence to the Republi¬ 
can party during that period, including his activities in the 
impeachment of President Johnson, in the Credit Mobilier 
scandal, and in the Hayes-Tilden election case, are open to 
serious criticism, but his biographer always gives him the 
benefit of the doubt. Professor Smith had access to all of 
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Garfield’s papers and he may be right in his judgments, but 
some of them are against the weight of historical evidence. 

In my opinion, Garfield emerges from these pages a greater 
man than he really was because his biographer judged him 
from the historical rather than the biographical point of 
view. 

Robert G. Caldwell’s James A. Garfield, Party Chieftain 
(1931) is a more truthful interpretation of Garfield than 
that of Professor Smith. Garfield was a party man first, last, 
and always. Privately he regretted much of the activity of 
the Republican party from the close of the Civil War until 
his death, but publicly he gave it his strongest support. In 
other words, Garfield was a typical political opportunist. 
Caldwell strikes a balance between the man and the politician 
in Garfield, pointing out what he did and what he failed to 
do. Garfield was neither a great nor an important figure 
in our history, and he does not deserve a more important 
place than Caldwell has given him. 

Mr. Caldwell’s book is one of a series of biographies of 
public men that was begun about three years ago. The 
“American Political Leaders,” under the general editorship 
of Allan Nevins, promises to be an extremely valuable collec¬ 
tion of lives and an important contribution to the literature 
of American biography and history. Unlike the American 
Statesmen Series,” it permits each writer to handle his sub¬ 
ject in his own way. Some of the biographies are entirely 
political; others more nearly approach the ideal of pure 
biography. Some are much longer than others, not because 
of the importance of the subject but because of the variety 
and richness of biographical material and the innate interest 
of the subject. Of the seven volumes thus far published, two 
have been discussed in Chapter VII: Fuess’s Carl Schun and 
Nevins’ Grover Cleveland. 

Thomas B. Reed, Parliamentarian (193°)* and J ohn G> 
Carlisle, Financial Statesman (1931), by William A. Robinson 
and James A. Barnes respectively, are two volumes in this 
series that deal exclusively with the public careers of then 
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subjects. Both are excellent books of their kind, but they 
lack the completeness of full-length biographies. 

The publication of “American Political Leaders” opened 
with Rutherford B. Hayes, Statesman of Reunion (1930) by 
Hamilton J. Eckenrode, assisted by Pocahontas W. Wight. 
In his preface Professor Eckenrode states that Miss Wight 
wrote the early chapters of Hayes’s personal biography. This 
statement absolves him from the ridiculous, unfair, and 
bigoted tone and expression of the first quarter of the book. 
Apparently, Miss Wight is unaware that guerilla warfare is 
outlawed, and unwilling to believe that the Civil War is 
over. Her strictures on the North and the Union almost 
succeed in destroying what is an otherwise excellent book. 
Professor Eckenrode’s treatment of the politics and statesman¬ 
ship of Hayes is eminently fair and just. There is, as the 
author points out, no question that Samuel J. Tilden was 
elected President of the United States in 1876 and that the 
election was stolen from him in Florida, Louisiana, and 
probably in South Carolina. However, Professor Eckenrode 
proves conclusively that, all things considered, it was to the 
best interests of the country that Hayes was named President 
in March 1877, for Tilden might not have tried and could 
not have succeeded in withdrawing the Federal troops from 
the southern states which were still “out of the Union.” 
Generally speaking, the author gives Hayes his proper place 
as the Republican statesman who began the cleansing of the 
Augean stables of the Reconstruction Era. In his attitude 
toward the South, toward economy in government, toward 
civil service reform, Rutherford B. Hayes gave impetus to 
the progressive movement in America, and that impetus is 
still being felt. The fact that he failed to secure most of the 
reforms that he sought, that he declined to run again in 1880 
because he knew he could not be nominated stamps him as a 
man who was greater than his party. Hayes was not among 
the greatest of our Presidents, but his latest and best bi¬ 
ographer shows that he deserves a much higher position than 
he has heretofore been given. 
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The latest volume in this series is Tyler Dennett’s John 
Hay, From Poetry to Politics (1933). John Hay is best known 
as Secretary of State in the cabinets of McKinley and Roose¬ 
velt. He was not a politician, and he was hardly a statesman; 
he was a diplomat by nature, and as a diplomat he accom¬ 
plished a great deal in the seven years that he sat at the right 
hand of two Presidents. Mr. Dennett’s biography of John 
Hay is better than William Roscoe Thayer’s Life of John 
Hay, for it is more honest and a more complete interpreta¬ 
tion of the man. Although Mr. Dennett presents a better 
picture of Hay than Thayer does, his book is top-heavy, for 
more than half of it is the history of the foreign policy of the 
United States during the seven years that Hay was at the 
head of the Department of State. The first part of the book 
is excellent and fascinating biography, but we frequently 
lose sight of John Hay in the latter part, because of the 
author’s inordinately detailed account of American foreign 
policy from 1897 to 1904. The reason for the lack of balance 
in the book is the fact that the author was formerly historical 
adviser of the State Department. We should, however, be 
thankful for what we have, for the first part of this book 
completely interprets an unusual American public man and 
a very complex character. John Hay demonstrates that there 
can be very good biography and equally good history within 
the covers of a single volume, and that a good biographer 
can impair the quality of his own work by overemphasizing 
a relatively small period of a man’s life, regardless of its im¬ 
portance. 

Whitelaw Reid was a contemporary and an associate of 
John Hay. Both were on the staff of the New York Tribune 
under Greeley, and both held diplomatic posts. When Reid 
became the owner and publisher of the Tribune, John Hay 
contributed occasional pieces and was always ready to advise 
the publisher. Unlike Hay, Reid was active in the councils 
of the Republican party, and his paper was its staunchest 
supporter after the Mugwump campaign against Grant had 
failed in 1872. Royal Cortissoz in his Life of Whitelaw Reid 
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(1921) has given us an interesting account of Reid’s career 
as publicist and politician. In the two volumes of narrative 
Cortissoz included everything of interest in Reid’s life with¬ 
out comment or judgment. As in the case of nearly every 
biography written by a friend, it is decidedly uncritical and 
partial. It is one gentleman’s view of the life of another 
gentleman. 

Nathaniel W. Stephenson was equally observant of the 
amenities in Nelson W. Aldrich; a Leader in American 
Politics (1930). It is a very well-written but very partisan life 
of a “big business” advocate in politics. It is rather strange 
that such an excellent biographer of Lincoln should write 
a book which, because of its partisanship, is untruthful. Per¬ 
haps Mr. Stephenson had not a free hand in the use of ma¬ 
terials or their interpretation. That is the only explanation 
of a biography which presents a reactionary of reactionaries 
as a “leader in American politics.” In the period of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when the Senate 
was generally known as the “Millionaires’ Club,” Senator 
Aldrich was the Republican floor leader and absolute master 
of the Senate until the Progressive movement reached the 
point where he felt it necessary to retire. If we accept, as 
Aldrich’s biographer seems to, the Hamiltonian system of 
political philosophy, then Mr. Stephenson’s portrait of 
Nelson W. Aldrich may be accepted, even though it is a 
portrait in two dimensions. 

Nelson W. Aldrich was one kind of political boss; 
Richard Croker was another. Like Mr. Aldrich, Croker, boss 
of Tammany Hall, aspired to social recognition and received 
a certain measure of it-in England. Theodore L. Stoddard’s 
Master of Manhattan; the Life of Richard Croker (1931) is 
aptly titled, for Croker was “Master of Manhattan” for nearly 
a generation. Mr. Stoddard’s account of Croker’s rise from 
the position of a gangster on the East Side to that of ruler of 
New York, although he never held public office, is a fascinat¬ 
ing and thorough study of American politics as it is, now 
and forever. Croker was the last of the great bosses in New 
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York politics, and one of the last in America. We have bosses 
now, but they are puny creatures compared to Croker, Quay, 
Penrose, and Aldrich. Although this biography is largely a 
study of party politics in New York City, the author is con¬ 
stantly aware of his main purpose, the writing of a life of 
Richard Croker, and he keeps his subject always in the fore¬ 
front of the picture-where he rightly belongs. For this 
reason Stoddard's Master of Manhattan is a better biography 
than Denis Tilden Lynch’s "Boss Tweed. 

Politics makes strange bedfellows. It would be almost im¬ 
possible to find two men more unlike than Richard Croker 
and W. J. Bryan. However, they were both Democrats, and 
Bryan needed Croker and Croker needed Bryan in the 
presidential campaign of 1900. They became friendly and 
spoke w r ell of one another. John C. Long tells this and many 
another political story in Bryan, the Great Commoner (1928). 
This is a very sympathetic account, almost a defense, of Wil¬ 
liam Jennings Bryan. In a straightforward narrative, tem¬ 
pered w ith a little explanatory criticism, Mr. Long tells the 
story of Bryan’s life and career. Nothing is omitted, but 
those phases of Bryan’s character which Werner and Hibben 
emphasized and overemphasized Long either explains favor¬ 
ably or dismisses. It may be that this biography gives a fairer 
interpretation of Bryan than either of the other two, but 
even here there are facts and conclusions which will seem 
unfair to the admirer of Bryan, and judgments which1 will 
seem weak to his critics. This was the first biography of 
Bryan published after his death, the lives by Werner and 
Hibben appearing the next year, which may account for the 
sympathetic point of view. The definitive biography of 
Bryan is yet to be written. When it is written we shall proba¬ 
bly find that the real Bryan lies between the Bryan of Long 
and the Bryan of Werner and Hibben. 

The career of Theodore Roosevelt h “ been ‘ nter P[ 
from every angle, but most of the writers have been fr.end^ 
or disciples of the “Rough Rider.” Even an ^«merat,on 
these books would not further the purpose of this his ry, 
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but there are two that are worth mentioning here. In 1920, 
Joseph Bucklin Bishop published Theodore Roosevelt and 
his Time, Shown in his own Letters. These two volumes 
constitute a eulogistic appreciation of Roosevelt, with the 
material drawn largely from his own letters. The book 
achieved its purpose, but it failed as good biography because 
the author was too close to his subject in time and spirit, and 
because Roosevelt was not a good letter writer. 

Walter C. McCaleb’s Theodore Roosevelt (1931) is the first 
attempt at an objective study of Roosevelt. It appeared in the 
same year, but several months before Henry Pringle’s The¬ 
odore Roosevelt. A comparison of the two books will show 
that McCaleb, with the same material at his disposal, failed 
to present and interpret Roosevelt as completely as Pringle 
did. It may be that again the personality of the subject 
captivated the biographer before he could assume a purely 
objective point of view. Pringle’s masterly work excepted, 
McCaleb’s life of Roosevelt is the best that we have. 

There have been numerous books written on the subject 
of Woodrow Wilson. Some have praised him, some have 
condemned him, some have merely chronicled the events of 
his life. Limiting the field to those that have appeared since 
his death, there are four books that may be considered. 
Robert E. Annin’s Woodrow Wilson; a Character Study 
(1924) is the only one of the four that has a distinctly hostile 
tone. It merely presents a decidedly adverse view of President 
Wilson without any direct evidence to substantiate it. To 
counterbalance this unproved indictment, we may turn to 
Josephus Daniels’ Life of Woodrow Wilson (1924). This is 
not a biography at all, but merely a frank and fulsome eulogy. 
It has, however, the merit of being honest in its purpose, 
which is more than can be said for Mr. Annin’s book. 

A third book on Wilson also appeared in 1924: Woodrow 
Wilson, the Man, his Times, and his Tasks, by William 
Allen White. This book is not quite so ambitious as the title 
would indicate, but it seems to be the best short account of 
Wilson that has yet appeared. Mr. White is one of the most 
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prominent Republicans in the country. In view of this fact 
it is all the more surprising that this book should present 
Wilson as it does. Beginning with the President’s ancestors, 
Mr. White attempts to explain the mind and character of 
one of the world s great idealists. Considering the date of 
the book, it must be admitted that the author succeeded, as 
well as any man could at that time, in interpreting the com¬ 
plexities of character that went to the making of the war 
President. 

Every important man has an authorized biographer se¬ 
lected by himself or by his family. A short time before his 
death, President Wilson chose Ray Stannard Baker as his 
official biographer. Wilson left the largest collection of papers 
ever accumulated by a President, and these were turned over 
to Mr. Baker by Mrs. Wilson in January 1925. The first two 
volumes of Woodrow Wilson: Life and Letters appeared two 
years later. In a lengthy introduction to the first volume, 
Mr. Baker explains the nature of his material and the method 
to be followed in the writing of the biography. In 1931 the 
third and fourth volumes were published, and at least two 
more will be necessary to complete the task. 

If we may judge from the volumes published, Mr. Baker 
has written a typical authorized biography. Generally speak¬ 
ing, it is a narrative of Wilson’s life into which the biographer 
seldom obtrudes a judgment. Some explanations of certain 
events are given, but they are strictly within the bounds of 
official life-writing. We learn something about President 
Wilson, but we are seldom able to reach the spirit and core 
of the man. I believe that Mr. Baker began to write before 
he had properly digested his great mass of source material. A 
letter or statement of 1921 might well explain the Wilson 
of 1870, or 1880, or 1890. Mr. Baker has not, I think, given 
himself a free hand, for there are many still living who must 
be considered by Wilson’s official biographer. There is so 
much that took place between 1912 and 1920 that is, in the 
light of our present knowledge, inexplicable, that Mr. Baker 
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cannot possibly present a complete picture of Woodrow 
Wilson as President. 

Mr. Baker’s book is the official life of Wilson, but it is not 
the definitive biography. This century may not see a defini¬ 
tive biography of Wilson, for much that is shrouded in 
secrecy must be brought to light before the whole truth about 
Wilson and the World War can be known. In my judgment, 
Mr. Baker is doing the best he can to preserve the contempo¬ 
rary opinion of Wilson. He is somewhat awed by the im¬ 
portance of his subject, and, in spite of his declaration to the 
contrary, he does not feel free to criticize him. Some later 
biographer will, and when all the testimony is in we shall 
see Woodrow Wilson stand forth as one of the world’s great 

men, not for what he accomplished but because he had a 
vision and followed it. 


Early in his first administration, President Wilson ap- 
pointed Walter Hines Page as Ambassador to England. Page 
and Wilson had been students together in the early days of 
Johns Hopkins University, and they had remained friends 
in later years. As Wilson advanced in his chosen profession 
of teaching, so Page advanced in the world of publishing 
becoming editor of the World’s Work, a partner in Double¬ 
day, Page and Co., and one of the leading publicists in 
America All this and a great deal more has been told by 
Burton J Hendrick in the two volumes of the Life and 
ie/ters o/ Walter Hmes Page (1922). A third volume, pub¬ 
lished in 1926, contains the letters from Page to Wilson 
during the World War. The Pulitzer Prize biography for 

^erican h ' ***’ U ° ne 01 ‘ he outstanding 

American biographies of the twentieth century because 

b" p"’ ed ^ “ tel ‘ Ws 0Wn storv 35 * possi- 

day Mr Hend a8 \ Wa r ne °' ** ,eUer wri «" «*h» 
day. Mr. Hendricks chose the best and most illuminating of 

letters, which, connected by excellent explanatory and 
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could possibly have don. In this instance the b.o^pher 
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revealed himself as the ideal editor. In 1929 Mr. Hendrick 
published the Training of an American; The Earlier Life 
and Letters of Walter Hines Page. This book, which re¬ 
ceived the Pulitzer Prize for 1929, is an amplification of the 
earlier chapters of the first volume of the Life and Letters of 
Walter Hines Page. Mr. Hendrick used the same method 
here that he used in his earlier book, and achieved an equal 
success. 

In his books on Walter Hines Page, Mr. Hendrick has 
proved himself an able editor; in his biographical histories, 
Claude G. Bowers has succeeded in the use of a more diffi¬ 
cult method of biography. Perhaps he was unconscious of 
the fact that he was approaching the field of biography in 
Jefferson and Hamilton, Party Battles of the Jackson Period, 
and The Tragic Era. These books are not biographies, but 
they contain dozens of admirable character studies and 
biographical sketches. In his latest book, Beveridge and the 
Progressive Era (1932), Mr. Bowers has become a political 
biographer in place of the former political historian. This 
book is a life of Albert J. Beveridge and a history of the 
Progressive movement in which Beveridge was one of the 
most prominent figures. Based on the best modern methods 
in historical and biographical writing, Mr. Bowers’ life of 
Beveridge is one of the best political biographies of the 
present century. In its field, it is excelled only by Beveridge’s 
own books on Marshall and Lincoln. 

When we have finished Beveridge and the Progressive Era, 
we know Albert J. Beveridge as he was from birth to death, 
and we know the history of that movement in American 
politics which, starting in the early years of the century, has 
striven valiantly, if unsuccessfully, to bring a sense of per¬ 
sonal responsibility for the welfare of the country to the 
rank and file as well as the leaders of the Republican party. 
In addition to the complete story of Beveridge’s life and 
career, there are in this book dozens of biographical sketches 
ranging from David Graham Phillips to Nelson W. Aldrich 
and Robert M. La Follette. It is a magnificent panorama of 
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American life and politics from 1895 to 1927. For the student 
and historian of biography, the last three chapters of Mr. 
Bowers’ book are the most interesting. In my own case 
they substantiated the opinions I had formed regarding 
Beveridge’s methods and purpose in writing his Marshall 
and Lincoln. They explain and illuminate the paths Beve¬ 
ridge trod in his search of material. They leave no doubt 
that Albert J. Beveridge is the foremost legal and political 
biographer in American literature. Anyone who studies 
American biography must acknowledge his debt to Senator 
Beveridge and, in turn, to his biographer, Claude G. Bowers. 
My chapters on Lincoln and Washington have been enriched 
by facts from Mr. Bowers’ life of Beveridge. 


The period between the Civil War and the World War 
witnessed the rise of some of the great fortunes of the United 
States. The stories of the lives of John Jacob Astor, Com¬ 
modore Vanderbilt, Jay Gould, Daniel Drew, and James 
Fisk, Jr., are almost incredible, as are those of a later genera¬ 
tion, Rockefeller, Carnegie, Mellon, and others. Much has 
been written concerning all of these men. The earlier genera¬ 
tion was praised by contemporary biographers, and the men 
who have been named above were held up as examples of 
frugality and business ability. The next generation was ad¬ 
vised to follow in their footsteps and to profit by their ex¬ 
amples. Many faithfully followed the advice. 

t T w fim Creator of a American fortune was John 
Jacob Astor, merchant, fur trader, and real-estate man. Astor 
was a business genius, a human adding machine, the first 
great manipulator of land and stock values. At his death in 
48 he was the richest man in America, and the Astor 

:r; 5 - z m T A 10 pow - There h - b - 4 
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century. Arthur D. Howden Smith's John Jacob Astor (1929) 
is equally hostile, though written from a more modem point 
of view. Mr. Smith’s book is a good narrative account of 
Astor's life. Astor’s character is developed by his actions, and 
Smith’s judgment, like Parton’s, is that the gTeat merchant 
was morally blind to the consequences of his insatiable de¬ 
sire for money and financial power. He has had successors, 
but no other rich man in America has had less comfort and 
pleasure than the first of the Astors had. 

The third account of Astor and his fortune is Kenneth 
W. Porter’s John Jacob Astor, Business Man (1931). In these 
two large volumes, the author gives a detailed history of the 
manner in which Astor accumulated the millions that made 
him the greatest merchant and the greatest landlord in the 
New York City of his day. 

It was not until the period of the Civil War and its after- 
math that men of Astor’s financial acumen again appeared. 
They made and lost their fortunes in railroads and stock 
speculation instead of trade and real estate. The great quar¬ 
tet of financial pirates was composed of Daniel Drew, James 
Fisk, Jr., Jay Gould, and Cornelius Vanderbilt. To speak 
in modern terms, the first three were “bears"; Commodore 
Vanderbilt was always a “bull’’-and in more ways than one. 
Modem biographies have done full justice to these men and 
their activities. 

The earliest account of this group is Bouck White s Book 
of Daniel Drew (1910). This is biographical fiction in which 
Drew tells his own story. Drew indicts himself, time and 
again, as a hypocrite, a liar, and a thief. It required little 
effort on the part of the author to construct this book as he 
did, for he had plenty of material. 

Although Arthur D. H. Smith’s Commodore Vanderbilt; 
an Epic of American Achievement (1927) is classed as a bi¬ 
ography, it has little more title to that classification than 
has Mr. White’s novel on Daniel Drew. Narrative in form, 
it contains as much fiction as fact, for the author neglects 
to mention any of the sources on which he may have drawn 
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for his dialogue. Despite this serious fault, Commodore 
Vanderbilt is the best account we have of the founder of 
the Vanderbilt fortune and the builder of the New York 
Central Railroad. Vanderbilt was as unscrupulous and as 
lawless as his antagonists, but he was never a hyprocrite. 
He had vision and imagination, two qualities which are 
essential to success in any walk of life. His biographer wanted 
to present the man as he really was. There is no doubt that he 
succeeded, but he might have succeeded equally well had he 
not been tempted to indulge in the fictional method of bi¬ 
ography that was so popular at the time he wrote this book. 
A comparison of Commodore Vanderbilt and John Jacob 
Astor will show that Mr. Smith can write real as well as fic¬ 
tional biography. 


The only modern account of James Fisk is Robert H. 
Fuller’s novel, Jubilee Jim: The Life of Colonel James Fisk, 
Jr. (1928). Mr. Fuller used the novel form because he felt 
that he could present a more faithful picture of Fisk in this 
form than if he wrote a biography. Perhaps he was right, for 
Jim Fisk s career will match any picaresque novel ever writ¬ 
ten. Circus owner, peddler, merchant, war contractor, specu- 
ator Broadway play-boy, Fisk was a typical American of his 
day. He had the business acumen of his New England for¬ 
bears, and a true genius for making money. Unlike his asso¬ 
ciates Drew and Gould, he wanted money for the pleasure of 
spending it Because of his sexual immorality, he has come to 
represent e lowest stratum of American life in the Gilded 
ge. He has acquired more vices than he really had because 
e chose to ignore the proprieties behind which most of his 
associates and contemporaries entrenched themselves as pil- 
lars of society and morality. He did less harm to others than 

htvemJ 7 " G ° Uld ThC "**h ^ is said to 
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majority of those who achieved fame or notoriety in that 
“grim generation.” 

In matters of finance Jim Fisk was an amateur compared 
to his associate, Jay Gould. Gould was the most unscrupulous 
and treacherous, the least human of the men who amassed 
great fortunes in this period. His latest and only competent 
biographer, Robert I. Warshaw, has presented a coldly factual 
account of this colorless individual, whose only purpose in 
life was the accumulation of gold. Jay Gould; the Story of a 
Fortune (1928) gives us this man as he really was. It was not 
necessary for Mr. Warshaw to use any of the modern devices 
for bringing out the high lights in the character of his subject. 
There were none. A plain narrative of Gould’s career was 
sufficient, for, outside of his financial activities, he had no 
life. 

No one of these four books is a good biography, but each 
of them is essentially true. They present these four men as 
completely, perhaps, as they will ever be presented, and 
they give us a picture of men and life in America at a time 
when the “American system” was in one of its periods of 
“glory.” 

Biographies of the second generation of financiers and in¬ 
dustrialists have been rather numerous during the last decade. 
With a few exceptions, they are official or authorized biog¬ 
raphies. E. H. Harriman, John H. Patterson, John Muir of 
Wall Street, James B. Duke, Jacob H. Schiff, Henry C. Frick, 
Gustavus F. Swift, and Cyrus H. McCormick have been 
memorialized and eulogized by carefully chosen biographers. 
These and other books of the same type tell only a part of the 
story of the careers of their subjects. In deliberately suppress¬ 
ing facts concerning the manner in which these men became 
owners of railroads and banks, and monopolists in the 
tobacco, steel, and other industries, the biographers have pre¬ 
sented accounts which are not only misleading but untrue. 
The country is supposed to be unaware of the methods by 
which railroads were acquired and competition in industry 

stifled. 
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In two instances biographies of this sort have been prepared 
by professional writers. Miss Ida M. Tarbell’s Life of Elbert 
H. Gary; the Story of Steel (1925) is a vastly different book- 
on a similar subject-from the History of the Standard Oil 
Company. The passing years seem to have softened the crusad¬ 
ing spirit that inspired the latter book, which is one of the 
severest indictments of John D. Rockefeller and the oil in¬ 
dustry that can be found in print. The life of Judge Gary is 
is not only a eulogy of the man whose legal ingenuity made 
possible the formation of the United States Steel Corporation 
and who was its first president, but it is an apology for the 
system which enabled him to create the then largest corpora¬ 
tion in the world. Miss Tarbell has continued her defense of 
big business in Owen D. Young, a New Type of Industrial 
Leader (1932). 


Burton K. Hendrick was awarded Pulitzer prizes for his 
biographies of Walter Hines Page. This fact alone makes it 
difficult to understand how he could write the Life of Andrew 
Carnegie (1932). He has given us a charming account of the 
rise of the Scotch weaver’s son from the position of telegraph 
messenger in Pittsburgh to that of the richest man in the 
world at the time of his retirement early in this century. We 
learn much about his travels and his philanthropies, but very 
little about the methods that he and his partners used to make 
the Carnegie interests what they were. This “biography” 
resembles a modem moving-picture film after a particularly 
moral board of censors has previewed it. As far as it goes this 
Ixiok is interesting and delightful, but it is not true. It is not 
the life of Andrew Carnegie; it is those parts of his life that 
may properly accompany his smiling portrait. Fortunately 
such reactionary accounts of famous men are fewer today 
than they were fifty years ago, for the very good reason that 
they are no longer accepted at face value. 

The two latest books on men who have made great for- 
unes are John T. Flynn’s Cods Gold; the Story of Rocke- 
feller and His Times (.932) and Mellon’s Millions; the 
Biography of a Fortune. The Life and Times of Andrew IV. 
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Mellon (1933), by Harvey O’Connor. Mr. O’Connor’s book 
can hardly be called a biography of Andrew W. Mellon, for 
it is really a history of American industry and finance. Be¬ 
ginning with Mr. Mellon’s father, Judge Thomas Mellon, 
the author traces most completely the means by which the 
Mellon family has come to be the. richest family in the world. 
As a good newspaper man, Mr. O’Connor has collected facts 
and allowed them to speak for themselves. The very imper¬ 
sonality of the book intensifies the indictment brought 
against the moral, social, and political system which coun¬ 
tenanced and encouraged the business practices which are 
detailed. Mellon’s Millions is truly “the biography of a for¬ 
tune.” 

Mr. Flynn has written a different kind of book on John 
D. Rockefeller. Mr. Rockefeller’s public life closed more 
than fifteen years ago. Mr. Flynn has examined the enormous 
mass of source material to be found in books, magazine ar¬ 
ticles, and the reports of various state and federal investiga¬ 
tion agencies which concerned themselves with inquiries into 
the business methods of Mr. Rockefeller and his associates. 
Mr. Flynn has written an historical biography of Rockefeller 
in which he sets forth the facts and gives his own interpreta¬ 
tion of them. God’s Gold presents the least biased and most 
complete picture of the world’s greatest monopolist that has 
been written. If we read it, we shall learn a great deal about 
American business for the last seventy-five years, and we 
shall get a clear and fair interpretation of a most remarkable 
man. This is not an official biography. The author has tried 
to present Rockefeller’s career from a purely objective point 
of view, and he has succeeded. A more personal biography 
of the oil magnate will be written, but it will not affect the 
value or the accuracy of Mr. Flynn’s book. 

6 

Modem biographers have taken their subjects from every 
field of life in America and in Europe. Art and architecture, 
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education and science, politics and feminism have been 
levied upon, and the yield has been remarkably high. Charles 
Moore’s Life and Times of Charles Follen McKim (1929) 
and Elizabeth R. Pennell’s Life and Letters of Joseph Pen¬ 
nell (1929) are among the best biographies of the last five 
years. Charles F. McKim was one of America's great archi¬ 
tects, and this biography, by a fellow artist, is a completely 
executed portrait of the man and the artist. Mr. McKim’s 
personality is clearly limned in this book, and his position 
in American art is definitely settled. The author had that 
rare combination of knowledge and understanding of his 
subject, and his own experience as an architect enabled 
him to appreciate properly the great work that McKim 
left. 


Family biographies are rarely complete or true, but there 
are exceptions to all rules. Mrs. Pennell's biography of her 
famous husband is an exception to this rule. In the two vol¬ 
umes of this biography, she tells the simple and undramatic 
story of one of America’s few great artists. Joseph Pennell’s 
life was a rich and full one, and the fact that she shared most 
of it enabled his wife to present him as he really was. Gen¬ 
iuses are not easy people to live with, and Joseph Pennell 
was a genius. Mrs. Pennell, does not gloss over his faults or 
the difficulties of their life together, nor does she hesitate to 
give him the credit and honor which he won for himself. No 
other person could have written this book, and no other 
biography of Pennell will supersede it. It has one fault ex¬ 
cessive length, and this may well be condoned in the unflag¬ 
ging interest of the narrative. 


Women have played important parts in the political and 
social life of America. A few of the more famous ones have 
een the subjects of recent biographies. Rheta L. Dorr's 
Susan B Anthony the Woman Who Changed the Mind of a 
Natwn (.9*8I and Alice S. Blackwell's Lucy Stone, Pioneer 
I , ns R ‘/ hts (‘ 93 °) ar « very partisan accounts of the 
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of the careers of these women, and only one side of the 
question for which they crusaded. 

.In the Lady of Godey’s: Sarah Josepha Hale (1931) Ruth 
Finley has written a most interesting account of the famous 
editor of Godey’s Lady’s Book and a true feminist. A ra¬ 
tional reformer, a masterly publicist, Mrs. Hale'was one of 
the most prominent figures in America in the nineteenth 
century, the founder of that peculiarly American institution, 
the woman’s magazine. 

The Susan Anthonys, Lucy Stones, and Sarah Hales wanted 
a voice in the government that ruled them; Peggy Eaton 
overturned the first cabinet of President Jackson. The ro¬ 
mantic story of this remarkable woman is completely told in 
Queena Pollock’s Peggy Eaton, Democracy’s Mistress (1931). 
For almost a century Mrs. Eaton was one of the legendary 
figures in American history, and it was not until the appear¬ 
ance of Miss Pollock’s book that the whole story was told. 
This is an excellent biography and a distinct contribution to 
American political history, for Mrs. Eaton was partly respon¬ 
sible for the frustration of John C. Calhoun’s ambition to be 
President of the United States and for Martin Van Buren’s 
success in securing the same office. 

Modern American biography has made contributions to 
the political history of Europe as well as of America. Two 
of the most interesting and important of these contributions 
are Anna Bowman Dodd's Talleyrand; the Training of a 
Statesman, 1754-18)8 (1927), and Francis Hackett’s Henry 
VIII (1929). An almost ideal combination of history and 
biography, presented in the best modern manner and with a 
most graceful style, makes Talleyrand the most complete and 
the best biography of one of the most famous and notorious 
figures of the French Revolution, the First Empire, and the 
Restoration. Despite the necessity of a wide and detailed 
historical background, the author keeps her subject always 
in the foreground of her picture, and we can readily follow 
the devious paths through which this wiliest of politicians 
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made his way, indifferent and false to everyone but himself 
and his own success. 


In his Henry VIII, Mr. Hackett was equally successful 
with an even more difficult subject. The literature on Henry 
VIII is enormous, but Mr. Hackett made the best use of the 
best of it. I should say that it is impossible for any writer 
to present an impartial study of Henry VIII. Mr. Hackett 
is not impartial, but he is fair. He built his book on a solid 
foundation of a definite point of view: that Henry VIII was 
something more than a “marrying man”; that it was not lust 
alone but an almost insane desire for a dynasty that started 
him on his career of brutality and bloodshed that led to 


separation from the Church of Rome and the founding of 
the Church of England. Woven into the bright and the dark 
colors of the tapestry of Henry’s life are the many strands 
of the history of continental Europe that had so much to do 
with the shaping of Henry’s career. This biography is not a 
defense of Henry VIII; it is an essay in interpretation. We 
may not accept the author’s point of view, but we cannot 
ignore it, nor can we deny the fact that Henry VIII is one 
of the best historical biographies in English. 

When a great subject is presented by a master, the result 
is literature. We have two unusual instances of this in mod¬ 
em American biography. The authors of the Life of Sir 
William Osier (1925) and Charles W. Eliot, President of 
Harvard University, 1869-1909 (1930) are not professional 
biographers. Dr. Harvey Cushing, Osier’s biographer, is a 
great brain surgeon, while Henry James is a writer. Each 
succeeded in writing a life that has added luster to the lit¬ 
erature of biography, to his own name, and to the already 
famous name of his subject. Each of these biographies re¬ 
ceived the Pulitzer Award for their respective years. 

Detailed analyses of these books would be futile. Each rep¬ 
resents t e very essence of perfect biographical method 
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and wrote it, and to the equally famous university adminis¬ 
trator whose greatest gift of expression was brevity. Each 
biography is complete and presents each man as he really 
was. Both books are in two large volumes, but neither is too 
long, for both men led very active and very full lives. An 
analysis of the methods used by Dr. Cushing and Mr. James 
could not present the intangible qualities of these books that 
place them among the very best in biographical literature. 
They are great biographies because when we have finished 
them we know Sir William Osier and Dr. Charles W. Eliot 
better, perhaps, than anyone knew them while they lived. No 
phase of their lives and characters is omitted, no flaw glossed 
over, no virtue overemphasized. They live and move and 
have their being from birth to death. 



XI 


TODAY 


I T would seem that the high point of interest in modern 
biography came in 1932. The financial depression may 
have had some influence on the biographical flood, though I 
am inclined to think that public taste and more careful con¬ 
sideration of manuscripts by publishers were responsible 
for the decrease in the quantity of biography published dur¬ 
ing the last two years. 


Though the rewrite and tabloid schools of biography are 
still in evidence, they have been superseded by that type of 
modern biography which, using the methods that have been 
in vogue for fifteen years, presents a complete, fair, and dig¬ 
nified treatment of its subject. We are no longer primarily 
interested in watching our prominent men being hurled 
from the pedestals which they may or may not have adorned. 
We want the truth, but we want it interestingly and fairly 
presented. We want to see both sides of the picture, to see 
the man as he really was. 

In the material covered in this chapter, the principal lives 
published in 1934 and those biographies of 1933 which I had 
not seen when the earlier chapters were written, there is one 
remarkable fact: the number of men whose biographies have 
been written for the first time. The appearance of these lives 
indicates that modern biographers are not satisfied with re¬ 
writing; they are investigating the almost unlimited re¬ 
sources of biography in American life and are getting their 
material from original sources rather than from earlier ac- 
counts in print. I consider this movement one of the best 

stea'riT b 'T aph,Cal Writin S in A ™«ica is making 
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In George Washington Himself (1933) John C. Fitzpatrick 
has made a very important contribution to history and biog¬ 
raphy. As the editor of Washington’s Diary and of the 
collected writings of Washington, Mr. Fitzpatrick has exam¬ 
ined every known manuscript of our first President, and it is 
not strange that he should wish to present the Washington 
found in his own writings. That Mr. Fitzpatrick has accom¬ 
plished his purpose is evident to anyone who reads this book; 
that he has corrected many of our misconceptions of the man 
is equally evident. To anyone who has not the time or the 
inclination to read Rupert Hughes’s much more detailed 
biography of Washington, this life by Mr. Fitzpatrick is 
recommended as the best short account of Washington that 
we have. Its excellence rests on sound scholarship, a keen 
appreciation of modern biographical methods, and a style 
eminently readable. 

When there is such a unanimity of opinion regarding the 
life and character of a man as there has been in the case of 
James Wilkinson, the biographer’s task is greatly simplified. 
He has merely to select his material and tell his story, for 
his case is already proved. Royal O. Shreve could have only 
one point of view for the presentation of his subject, the one 
expressed in the full title of the book: The Finished Scoun¬ 
drel General James Wilkinson, sometime Commander-in- 
Chief of the Army of the United States, who made intrigue 
a trade and treason a profession (1933)- It was not necessary 
for Mr. Shreve to make use of any of the tricks of modern 
biography. The facts were plain for anyone who had the in¬ 
terest and the industry to collect and present them. In the 
words of the author, General Wilkinson was “a man who was 
without a doubt the most clever and persistent if not the 
most dangerous of that small company for whom history re¬ 
serves the infamous name of traitor.” 

In an account based on primary sources of unimpeachable 
authenticity, Mr. Shreve proves his case. The book is a fas¬ 
cinating narrative of a man who has every claim to the title 
which the biographer bestowed upon him. This biography 
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was badly needed, for General Wilkinson was an important 
figure in the Revolution, the early republic, and the Burr 
conspiracy. We have here a connected record of the activities 
of a man who really deserves the place in our history that has 
been occupied by Benedict Arnold. 

The American Revolution produced many men of a char¬ 
acter quite different from that of James Wilkinson. Some of 
them have been greatly neglected because their characters do 
not appeal to the modern temper. John Adams belongs in 
this class. A staunch patriot, within the restricted meaning of 
that much-abused word, a statesman of the first rank, the 
second President of the United States had to wait for more 
than a century for a biography that does him full justice as a 
man and a statesman. In Honest John Adams (1933) Profes¬ 
sor Gilbert Chinard has given us a biography worthy of his 
subject and of himself. Based on a wide and thorough knowl¬ 
edge of history and a thorough investigation of the life of 
Adams himself, this life is an invaluable contribution to the 
literature of American biogra'phy and history. 

Of equal importance with Professor Chinard’s life of 
dams, though their subjects never achieved Adams’ prom¬ 
inence, are Nathan Goodman’s Benjamin Rush, Physician 
and Citizen (1934) and Dorothie Bobby’s DeWitt Clinton 
( 1933 )- Dr. Rush, a signer of the Declaration of Independ¬ 
ence, surgeon-general of the Middle Department of the Con- 
nnenta 1 army, the first professor of chemistry in the Medical 
Schoo °f the University of Pennsylvania, and a physician 
of national fame m his day, has been very competently 
treated by Mr. Goodman in this first complete bbgraph/ 
canse °f his theories regarding the origin and spread of 
y ow fever, Dr. Rush became the center of a violent con 
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Dr. Rush was primarily a medical scientist; DeWitt Clin¬ 
ton was entirely a politician, one of the first “bosses” in New 
York politics. Mrs. Bobby’s book is an admirable interpretive 
narrative of Clinton’s political career and the intricacies of 
New York politics in the days of Hamilton and Burr. This 
biography is a radical departure from Mrs. Bobby’s previous 
excursions into life-writing (see p. 243), though it is an ex¬ 
cellent book of its kind. 

The West has always been and will continue to be a fruit¬ 
ful field for the modern biographer. The men who settled 
and developed it were men of adventure and daring, men 
who, if they failed in their original purposes, carved their 
names deeply in the history of the country. Among such men 
were Father Junipero Serra, Captain Meriwether Lewis, 
Captain John Sutter, and John McLoughlin. 

Continuing her researches in the history of the religious 
pioneers of North America (see p. 186), Miss Agnes Repplier 
has given us an admirable and complete account of the work 
done by the Franciscan friar, Junipero Serra, in settling the 
eighteenth-century missions in California, from the Mexican 
border to what is now San Francisco. Father Serra was past 
fifty before he was able to embark upon this work, but he 
brought to it such courage, such tenacity of purpose, such 
executive ability, that at his death some twenty years later 
the California missions were the only civilized communities 
in what is now the United States west of the Mississippi 
River. Junipero Serra, Pioneer Colonist of California (19M) 
is equal if not superior to anything that Miss Repplier has 
done in the field of American biography. Its only fault lies 
in the fact that, to make a sufficiently large book for com¬ 
mercial purposes, Miss Repplier adds two chapters on the 
fate of the California missions following Father Serra s death 
and the coming of relatively large groups of Americans to 
California. 

Just about a generation after Serra’s work in California, 
Captain Meriwether Lewis opened the Northwest through 
his famous pioneering trip from St. Louis to the head of the 
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Columbia River and the Pacific Coast, an adventure known 
in our history as the Lewis and Clark expedition. In Meri¬ 
wether Lewis, of Lewis and Clark (1934), Charles M. Wilson 
has given us, for the first time, the complete story of one of 
the greatest adventures in our history. The most remarkable 
feature of the book is the manner in which Mr. Wilson de¬ 
velops Meriwether’s character from his own writings, show- 
ing the melancholic trend of Meriwether’s temperament. 
Shortly after his return from his march to the coast, Captain 
Meriwether committed suicide. 


In the White Headed Eagle, John McLoughlin (1934) 
and Sutter of California (1934), Richard G. Montgomery 
and Julian Dana offer fascinating narratives of empire build¬ 
ers. John McLoughlin extended the power of the Hudson’s 
Bay Company to the Pacific Coast, and John Sutter made the 
first permanent settlement in the interior of California 
Their stories are so much a part of the greater story of the 
West that both of these biographies are necessarily pre¬ 
sented from the historical point of view, though we never 
lose S!ght of either man. Mr. Dana is more modern in his 
method and style, accelerating his narrative with dialogue 
and imaginative description which may or may not have 
bases in fact. Mr. Montgomery makes his book equally in¬ 
teresting and, perhaps, more trustworthy by adhering strictly 

in hl * narrative. Both are interesting and valuable as 
history and biography. 
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Within the last few years considerable attention has been 
paid to the less well-known men who achieved military prom¬ 
inence or fame in the Civil War. This is particularly true in 
the case of southern general officers. In keeping with its 
traditions, the Confederacy produced a larger group of ro¬ 
mantic figures, civil as well as military, than did the North. 

Hamilton Basso and Howard Swiggett have taken advan¬ 
tage of their opportunities in this respect in their lives of 
P. T. Beauregard and John Hunt Morgan. In my judgment 
Beauregard, the Great Creole (1933) is an overly sympa¬ 
thetic account, a eulogy rather than a biography of the Con¬ 
federate general. There is no attempt at a critical evaluation 
of Beauregard as a soldier, and little attention is paid to the 
basic reasons for his lack of success as one of the principal 
general officers of the Confederacy. 

Mr. Swiggett planned a biography of John Hunt Morgan, 
because the latter was one of his boyhood heroes. It was not 
until he had his material collected that the author fully 
realized that the famous Confederate raider was anything 
but a hero. The Confederate Raider. A Life of John Hunt 
Morgan (1934) is an honest evaluation of the activities of a 
guerilla chieftain rather than a general officer of the Con¬ 
federate army. Morgan’s most famous exploit, the raid into 
Ohio, was the culmination of a series of forays, raids, and 
personal encounters which were decidedly unorthodox from 
the military point of view and little calculated to advance the 
Confederate cause. Individualism was a marked characteristic 
of many Southern officers; it was the dominating factor in 
Morgan’s career. He either ignored the orders of his supe¬ 
riors or carried out his raiding plans without authority. It is 
not a pretty picture that Mr. Swiggett draws of his one-time 
hero, a picture that developed itself from the records. Hon¬ 
esty compelled his biographer to present Morgan as he 
found him, not as he would have liked to have him. 

George Armstrong Custer is another one of those half¬ 
legendary figures with which our history is studded. A gen¬ 
eral officer in the Union army before he was twenty-five, 
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Custer created a reputation second to none for courage and 
military ability. It was, however, his activities as an Indian 
fighter after the Civil War and the circumstances surround¬ 
ing his death-he was killed in battle with the Sioux at Little 
Big Horn-that made him a hero to most of us. Apparently 
Frederic F. Van de Water became tired of hearing of this 
intrepid warrior, for in Glory Hunter: a Life of General 
Custer (1934) he seems to have knocked Custer from his 
pedestal and destroyed the pedestal as well. 

It is a difficult matter to pass judgment on a biography of 
this kind. The author started out to prove a thesis: that 
Custer was a glory hunter from his birth to his death, and 
that in seeking that glory he was a bully as a boy, insubordi¬ 
nate as a cadet at West Point and a subaltern in the army 
incompetent and frequently cruel as a commander, and 
criminally negligent in the insignificant battle in which he 
lost his life. Mr. Van de Water seems to prove the various 
joints of his thesis from primary sources. There is no ques¬ 
tion of the authors honesty, and the truthfulness of the book 
can be controverted only by those who are as familiar with 
the material as the author. Setting aside the author’s thesis 
I found Glory Hunter a fascinating account of a romantic’ 
an exotic figure who was his own worst enemy. 

The influence of character on material success is a prob- 
em which frequently confronts the biographer. It was cer¬ 
tainly a major problem for William S. Myers when he came 
to write General George Brinton McClellan (, 934 ). p ro f e s- 

Clell yerS H Pent yCarS StUdying the Character of Mc¬ 
Clellan and its effect on his career. He tried very hard to 

fX r o U ft e he P u nati0n ° f McCldlan ’ S f3i,Ure 35 c —der- 
n-chief of he Union army in the early years of the war The 

b ZTt Mure r e / rom his ^»'e,™: 

ti,e charaacr - he «n*d .0 
us ity McClellans position and his acts; he succeeded only 

has been hdd 

tary and civil .. • ^. b ‘ ,ty t0 coo P crate with his mili- 

*ry and evil superiors, that he refused to accept advice on 
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any subject, that he was totally lacking in military foresight, 
and that hesitation had assumed the proportion of a major 
deficiency. That there is much to be said in favor of Mc¬ 
Clellan Professor Myers proves, but he does not succeed in 
his primary purpose, the rehabilitation of McClellan's repu¬ 
tation as a great military leader. 

Occasionally there appears on the literary horizon a book 
which is so superior to anything else published on the sub¬ 
ject that comparison is impossible. This is exactly the case of 
Douglas S. Freeman’s R. E. Lee ; A Biography (1934-1935). 
When the first two volumes appeared in the fall of 1934, it 
was very evident that the definitive biography of the great 
Virginian had been written. Mr. Freeman exhibits every 
qualification of the ideal biographer: a thorough knowledge 
of the subject, a constructively critical point of view, a defi¬ 
nite method of approach and treatment, and an impartial 
yet absorbing interest in his subject. If we add to these qual¬ 
ifications of the biographer a lifelong study of military his¬ 
tory, a profound understanding of the southern point of 
view, and a style that is not only distinguished but perfectly 
adapted to the complexities of the subject, we can readily 
understand the unanimity of critical praise that followed the 
publication of the two parts of this long study of the man 
who, next to Washington and Lincoln, is considered the ideal 
American. 

Though three-fourths of the book is concerned with the 
Civil War, there is a perfect balance, for Lee’s life before the 
Civil War was preparation; the period after 1865 anticlimax. 
Throughout this long book we never lose sight of General 
Lee. That Mr. Freeman was able to keep his subject always 
in the foreground of his book—a difficult task for any biog¬ 
rapher—is merely another indication of his mastery of the 
biographer’s art. 

Though a detailed analysis of the method developed in 
this book is impossible here, there is one feature of it that 
deserves mention. Mr. Freeman adopted a single point of 
view when he came to the military narrative. We see the war 
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as Lee saw it, for we are never absent from his side. As Lee 
could be in only one place at one time, we are given the 
same vantage point. In this manner Mr. Freeman enables 
the reader if he can to pass judgment on Lee the strategist 
and tactician. This unique method not only clarifies the 
subject; it permits the reader to keep Lee in constant view. 

There are many things in R. E. Lee of which the individ¬ 
ual reader may not approve, but it seems to me that the 
biography as a whole marks one of the high points in the 
literature of biography in English. There will be other books 
written on General Lee appreciations, interpretations, crit- 
icisms-but I doubt if any future writer will find much ma¬ 
terial that escaped the twenty years of research that made 
this life possible. 

In the opinion of George Fort Milton the Civil War 
could have been avoided. At least that is his thesis in The 
Eve of Conflict. Stephen A. Douglas and the Needless War 
(1934). From Mr. Milton’s book on Andrew Johnson I ex¬ 
pected a full-length biography of Stephen A. Douglas, a very 
important but much neglected figure in our history. The 
Eve of Conflict is only incidentally a life of Douglas; it is 
primarily a political history of the United States in the dec¬ 
ade before the Civil War, the period of Douglas’ greatest 
activity and fame. Despite Douglas’ prominence in the nar¬ 
rative it does not provide us with any extensive account of 

his life, apart from the important role he played in the his¬ 
tory of the period. 


haddeus Stevens was as prominent a figure during and 
immediately following the Civil War as Douglas was in the 

f eceded k leader of the radical element 
n the North, Stevens dominated Congress by the sheer force 
0 his personality. It is largely because of the unpleasantness 
of that personaltty that Stevens has never been completely 

tof t y !"■ bl0gra P hers ' The lat «t life, Thaddem 

l ,S Z m ° le SatirfaCt0ry than the tw ° earlier 

^° maS dley h3S n °‘ SUCCeeded in Fating 
an impartial portratt of his subject. Stevens was the kind of 



AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 


35 8 

man whom one either admires or hates with equal intensity. 
Mr. Woodley seems to have fallen under the fascination 
which, it must be admitted, is inherent in Stevens’ character. 
He tried to present every phase of the subject, but I think 
he failed. We see Stevens as a young lawyer fighting to de¬ 
stroy the influence of Masonry in politics, to create and 
preserve public schools in Pennsylvania; we do not get an 
equally clear impression of his relentless hatred of the South 
or the motives that lay behind his demands for political and 
social equality for the Negro unless they were, as I believe 
them to have been, the means by which he intended to per¬ 
petuate the supremacy of the Republican party. 

The Republican party did maintain its supremacy, for, 
excepting Cleveland, every President from i860 to 1912 was 
a Republican. The political history of this period is fasci¬ 
nating in itself and because of the men who were leaders of 
both parties, statesmen, politicians and spoilsmen. In James 
G. Blaine, a Political Idol of Other Days (1934) and Chester 
A. Arthur; a Quarter Century of Machine Politics (1934), 
Professors David A. Muzzey and George F. Howe have 
demonstrated that it was possible for men to achieve such 
success as spoilsmen and politicians that they almost reached 
the position of statesmen. In each of these additions to the 
“American Political Leaders’’ series (see p. 330), the author has 
been successful in proportion to the interest and importance 
of his subject. Arthur was President of the United States 
through the accident of President Garfield’s assassination; 
Blaine was a possible or actual candidate from 1876 until his 
death in 1893. In telling the story of Blaine’s life and ex¬ 
plaining his fame and failure, Professor Muzzey has done full 
justice to the man and the period in which he loomed so 
large. This study of Blaine is superior to the earlier book by 
Charles E. Russeil (see p. 222) because it is written from a 
more impartial point of view, with a better historical per¬ 
spective, and in a more graceful style. I believe it is the 
definitive and perhaps the final biography of the plumed 
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knight” who, like W. J. Bryan, could capture audiences but 
not votes. 

President Arthur’s biographer had a more difficult task 
than Blaine’s. Until he was named as Garfield’s running 
mate in 1880, Chester A. Arthur was a political boss in New 
York City. A machine politician with an unenviable reputa¬ 
tion as a spoilsman, Arthur s rise to the Presidency was con¬ 
sidered a public calamity by many members of his own party. 
In the White House he disappointed the fears of his enemies 
and the hopes of his friends, by rising to the dignity of his 
position and refusing to become a pliable instrument in the 
hands of the “practical politicians” of his party. He was not 
able to secure the nomination in 1884, but he left the presi¬ 
dential chair a much greater man than he was when he 
succeeded to it. Professor Howe has narrated these events 
adequately, though Chester A. Arthur is written without 
particular distinction of manner or style. It is doubtful if 
anyone will write another biography of President Arthur. 
Professor Howe has presented the facts, and there is nothing 
in Arthur s character that would attract a more artistic 
biographer. 

The difficulties facing the biographer of such a figure as 
President Arthur are no more serious than those which face 
the writer who tries to resurrect a forgotten figure in Ameri¬ 
can public life. Professor William N. Brigance had oppor¬ 
tunities and difficulties in Jeremiah Sullivan Black, A 
Defender of the Constitution and the Ten Commandments 
( 1 934 )- Black was one of the great constitutional lawyers of 
the mid-nineteenth century, a period when particularly vi¬ 
cious attacks were made upon the Constitution. A common 
pleas judge at thirty-two, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court 
of Pennsylvania at forty-one, Attorney-General and later 
Secretary of State in Buchanan’s cabinet, one of the leading 
lawyers of the country in the turbulent days of Reconstruc¬ 
tion, Black was a constant upholder and defender of govern¬ 
ment by law, whether that law was state or federal. 
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This biography could have been much more interesting 
than it is, had the author the opportunity to develop com¬ 
pletely the various phases of Black’s life and career. Origi¬ 
nally prepared as a doctoral dissertation, the biography is 
concerned principally with Black’s legal career and his place 
in American history. Despite its limitations, Jeremiah Sulli¬ 
van Black presents a fairly complete interpretation of its sub¬ 
ject and is particularly well done in those chapters dealing 
with the more important legal cases in which Black achieved 
fame as lawyer and statesman. 

Occasionally we are reminded of the dictum of Johnson 
and Carlyle, that the life of any man would be interesting 
if properly presented. We have this dictum proved in Rachel 
Field’s God’s Pocket. The Story of Captain Samuel Hadlock, 
Junior, of Cranberry Isles, Maine (1934). This little book 
is truly an adventure in the art of biographical re-creation. 
With nothing more tangible than the memories of an aged 
grandson, “a gold snuff-box; a silhouette cut in London in 
1824; an old compass, maps, and a chart; a marriage certifi¬ 
cate in German script and two tattered copybooks crowded 
with faded entries in a vigorous Spencerian hand,” Miss Field 
has re-created the person and the personality of Captain 
Hadlock as they must have been. An earlier Barnum, Cap¬ 
tain Hadlock toured Europe with a show composed of a 
pair of Esquimaux, Arctic flora and fauna, and any other 
curiosity he could find. The story of his whirlwind courtship 
and marriage of a German girl who could speak no English, 
of his European travels, of his return to America with his 
bride, and his last trip to the North from which he never 
returned, reads like a tale out of the Arabian Nights. The 
most remarkable part of the book is the art with which Miss 
Field pieced together, without resorting to any questionable 
method, the fragmentary information in her possession to 
make one of the most fascinating biographical narratives 
that I have read. God’s Pocket belongs among the classics of 
American biography. 
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The romantic adventurer is not confined to any period 
or any country. The end of the nineteenth century produced 
just as many as the beginning, though the opportunities were 
not so numerous. The reporter turned war correspondent is 
an example of the romantic adventurer in modern times, 
and Richard Harding Davis was, perhaps, the most famous war 
correspondent before the World War. Fairfax Downey’s 
Richard Harding Davis; His Day (1933) is an account of 
Davis’ life and career that Davis himself would have thor¬ 
oughly enjoyed. It is not a great biography, this life of one 
reporter written by another, but it is toned exactly to the 
nature of its subject and written with a kindly tolerance for 
the foibles of the man who was a modern “Richard the Lion- 
Hearted,” the living model of the “Gibson man” as he was 
the actual model, the boy who never grew up. There is here 
too a sincere appreciation and kindly criticism of the author 
of “Gallegher,” “Soldiers of Fortune” and the “March Into 
Brussels,” a classic description of the entrance of the German 
army into Brussels in August 1914. 

During the years of his greatest fame and success Davis 
must have frequently seen and talked with a huge, smiling 
man who generally dined alone and in state at Delmonico’s, 
where Davis himself was a constant visitor. James Brady was 
as famous as Richard Hardfrig Davis, but in a different way. 
His fame rested on his collection of diamonds, his love of 
the theatre—he was one of the most famous of all first- 
mghters—and finally on his appetite. A salesman of railroad 
supplies and later a financier, “Diamond Jim” Brady was by 
avocation a connoisseur of food and drink, though he never 
indulged in the latter. His story and the story of Broadway 
m the nineties—they were almost the same thing-has been 
brilliantly if somewhat smartly narrated by Parker Morell in 
Diamond Jim; the Life and Times of James Buchanan Brady 
(* 934 )- The tricks of modern biography which Mr. Morell 
uses in Diamond Jim are excusable or at least explainable: it 
would be impossible to write a plain unadorned narrative of 
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Brady’s life. It must be presented as dramatically as it was 
lived if we are to catch the spirit of the man and the times 
that made him. 

ft is doubtful if Davis or Brady ever heard of Thorstein 
Veblen as they wandered up and down Broadway, though he 
too was making quite a name for himself in those days. In 
Thorstein Veblen and His America (1934) Joseph Dorfman 
has tried to explain what Veblen’s ideas of economics and 
sociology and politics were, and how his theories have come 
to be facts. To the student of these subjects the book is 
valuable and perhaps interesting, though it is not well or¬ 
ganized nor is the writing particularly clear. It fails as biog¬ 
raphy because we get only an occasional glimpse of the man. 
There are whole chapters in which he never appears. This 
method would be proper in a textbook; it is fatal in what 
purports to be a biography. There is an occasional sketch of 
Veblen which indicates that his personality must have been 
as fascinating as it was disturbing, but we get no clear picture 
of the author of the Theory of the Leisure Classes. 

England and the Continent continue to provide interest¬ 
ing subjects for biographical treatment, subjects ranging 
from William the Conqueror to Cardinal Mercier. Phillips 
Russell’s William the Conqueror (1933) (see p. 214) is an ex¬ 
cellent narrative of William’s life and conquests. From this 
book William, Duke of Normandy, emerges as a real per¬ 
sonage, not a shadowy figure of the so-called dark ages of 
history. This is, as far as I know, the first attempt to present 
William, the man, against the background of his period. By 
cutting away the mass of history and legend which has here- 
tofore°concealed the character and personality of William, 
Professor Russell has enabled us to see and understand the 
claims which William had to the crown of England and the 
reforms he instituted after the conquest. 

With the same purpose in view and with equal success, 
Henry Dwight Sedgwick has made the life and writings of 
Geoffrey Chaucer interesting to the average reader. Dan 
Chaucer (1934) is an extremely valuable addition to Mr. 
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Sedgwick’s contribution to American biographical literature 
(see p. 201). There are numerous books on Chaucer, the 
greatest name in our literature before Shakespeare, but the 
great majority of them are interesting only to the scholar. Mr. 
Sedgwick has brought Chaucer close to all of us by the sim¬ 
plicity of his presentation and the clarity of his style. Among 
other things, this biographer makes us realize that Chaucer 
would perhaps be more at home in the modern world, al¬ 
though he lived entirely within the fourteenth century, 
than, let us say, Milton or Dryden or Swift. Excellent as 
biography, this book will serve as an admirable introduction 
to the study of one of the greatest of English poets. 

It was quite natural that Francis Hackett should follow 
his biography of Henry VIII (see p. 347) with a companion 
study of Francis I (1935). They were not only exact con¬ 
temporaries; both were rivals for the imperial crown, as well 
as for the balance of power in Europe. In my judgment, 
Francis I is a better biography than Henry VIII, though it 
will not be so popular as the former. It lacks the interest 
that Henry VIII had for us, not because it is less interesting 
per se, but because we are not so familiar with the history 
of France of the Renaissance as we are with England during 
the same period. There is perhaps more history in Francis I 
than in Henry VIII, for Francis was more deeply involved 
in continental affairs than was Henry. There is a decided 
improvement in character portrayal in this book, and in 
distinction of style. It is another chain in the development 
of a dignified literature of biography which is taking the 
place of the popular rewrite school of the last fifteen years. 

Willard Connely had the same incentive for his second 
biography that Hackett had. In 1930 Mr. Connely published 
a rather racy and not particularly valuable life of William 
Wycherley, one of the most famous of the Restoration wits 
and dramatists. He has followed this with Sir Richard Steele 
( 1 934 )« a Teally distinguished account of the most important 
dramatist of eighteenth-century England and one of the great 
prose masters of our literature. This biography is totally dif- 
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ferent from and vastly superior to the book on Wycherley. 
Where the latter was a decidedly informal and casual treat¬ 
ment of a really important subject, Sir Richard Steele is a 
carefully documented and ably written interpretive narra¬ 
tive of one of the most important and certainly one of the 
most interesting literary figures of the eighteenth century. If 
Mr. Connely continues to work in this most fertile field with 
the same skill that he has shown in his latest work, he bids 
fair to take an important place in literary biography in 
English. 

In a quite different field, Avraham Yarmolinsky is achiev¬ 
ing equal success in literary biography. When Turgenev ap¬ 
peared in 1926 (see p. 298), Mr. Yarmolinsky gave ample 
evidence of his qualifications for critical biography. In 
Dostoevsky (1934) he has been even more successful. In this 
study of one of the greatest of the Russian novelists, the 
author has so carefully blended biography and criticism that 
we are able to understand how the massive and sometimes 
terrible novels of Dostoevsky came to be written. Dostoevsky 
is superior to Turgenev because it is a more complete analy¬ 
sis of a much more complex character and an illuminating 
criticism of a body of work more inherently Russian, and 
therefore less comprehensible to us, than Turgenev’s work. 

It is quite probable that Ralph Roeder’s Man of the 
Renaissance (1933) is a natural outgrowth of the author's 
studies for Savonarola (1930). Man of the Renaissance is a 
composite biography in which Mr. Roeder has taken four 
great figures of Renaissance Italy-Savonarola, Machiavelli, 
Castiglione, and Aretino-to represent the Renaissance spirit. 
Superficially these four would seem to have little in common; 
actually each one embodies the Renaissance as it affected 
religion, politics, society, and the press. 

One of the most fascinating features of biography is its 
variety. Every age and every field of human endeavor is 
represented in modem biography. We can turn from Italy of 
the Renaissance to England of the seventeenth and eight¬ 
eenth centuries in Isaac Newton; a Biography (* 934 ) by 
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Louis T. More. In this long and detailed study Professor 
More has presented the first full-length portrait of one of 
the greatest of all mathematicians and scientists, along with a 
rlpfailed exDlanation of his epoch-making discovery of the 
ition and his equally important work in optics. 
I am not qualified to pass judgment on the scientific sections 
of this book, but I can say that it presents a complete ac¬ 
count of Newton’s life and character from a biographical 
point of view. 

Cardinal Newman has been the subject of many biogra¬ 
phies since his death in i8go, three of which have been writ¬ 
ten by Americans. Professor Atkins studied Newman as a 
religious leader; Professor Reilly presented him from a lit¬ 
erary point of view. It remained, however, for Father J. El¬ 
liot Ross to write the best biography of Newman that has 
appeared. In John Henry Newman; Anglican Minister; Cath¬ 
olic Priest, Roman Cardinal (1933), we have a carefully con¬ 
sidered interpretation of Newman’s life and work from every 
point of view. I think we get closer to the man, as well as the 
priest and writer, in this book than in any other account of 
Newman that has been written. We accompany him step by 
step on that long and difficult road that was Newman’s life. 
We become intimate not only with Newman but with the 
other leaders of the Oxford Movement and later with his 
most formidable adversary, Manning. Into just a little over 
three hundred pages, Father Ross has succeeded in com¬ 
pressing the very essence of Newman, the minister, the priest, 
and the cardinal. It is a masterpiece of biographical inter¬ 
pretation, written in a style and with an artistic economy 
that would have greatly pleased the subject. 
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